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ABSTRACT

Creativity Among Women Religious Changing Careers
September 1981

Shirley Patricia Batiste, B.A., College of The Holy Name
M.Ed., Ed.D., University of Massachusetts

Directed by:

Norma Jean Anderson

The aim of this dissertation was to investigate the

effect that religious life has had on those who have left
convents.

This study focused on religious women who had

been in private education, who had left religious life,
had made changes for themselves, but in whom the effects
of religious life remained.

An examination of the literature focusing on those

who had left convents revealed that little had been written
in this area.

Often those who have left religious life

do not write about the impact of their former lifestyle

on their present professional lives.

The reason for this

is that those who have left convents did not have the

opportunity to reflect on the experience, because the
transitional passage into society was abrupt, and thus
allowed them almost no time to reflect.

viii

Most of the literature focusing on the former religious is quantitative in nature, and focuses extensively
on why individuals leave convents.

The literature often

offers directives and principles to assist superiors on
issues involving decisions to leave religious orders.

This was a qualitative study employing an analytical

descriptive method of investigation.

The instrumentation

used in this study was a biographic data form and inter-

view guide.

Twelve participants were selected for the

study who had been members of the same religious community,
the primary functions of which was to insure private edu-

cation.

The participants represented the following ethnic

origins (alphabetically):

two Black Americans, two

Germans, four Irish, two Mexican-Americans and two Syrians.
One result of this study indicated that those who

left the convent were indeed capable of openly communicating

with others.

The group tended to:

a.

express gratitude for their convent experience;

b.

develop a strong spiritual life which influenced
their present professions;

c.

feel that they had something valuable to contribute to society;

d.

develop a healthy self-image after they left
the convents and
;

e.

develop a strong sensitivity to the needs of
others
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION

Religious orders have been viewed by certain historians such as David Knowles (1966) as a single phenome-

nological cultural force which may be singled out as an

institution capable of transmitting the legacy of the
past, with a strong capacity for being prime contributors
to the fruition of education in the future

Numerous vocations have flourished for centuries

within the Catholic Church, and continue to flourish today.
And the facility with which religious orders have grown
and have become one of the most remarkable achievemetns of
the Middle Ages, has further demonstrated the strength and

development of scholastic genius which has influenced succeeding periods.

Even today, religious orders have con-

tinued to exist in similar, if not exactly the same form.
Traces of the characteristic features of religious orders
from the medieval period still prevail in many religious

orders
This sense of continuity is balanced by a responsiveand
ness to demands for change both from within the Church

from the community.

A prime example of such balance is

1
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found in the realm of Catholic education.

Enrollment in

Catholic schools in the United States has increased

dramatically in recent years.

Many communities/publics

have turned to Catholic school in order to provide the

culturally continuous background for their children which
they find lacking in public education.

Too, regardless of

their religious or cultural background, parents, have

sought Catholic schools as a viable alternative to public

education, especially in the large urban areas.

This ex-

pansion of Catholic education brought with it necessary
changes in the staffing of Catholic schools and in the
roles of both religious and lay personnel.

Formerly,

Catholic schools were staffed exclusively by religious
orders, the major function of which was to have members of
some of their communities teach in these schools.

The

focus of this dissertation is to determine whether or not
the formation and training of women in religious orders,

whose primary function was private education, has had an
impact on their present profession.
The reasons are diverse for why women enter the con-

vent as well as for why some leave.

Marcelle Bernstein (1976)

Researchers, such as

have enumerated a host of

,

reasons why women enter convents, while others, like Sister

Margaret Mary Modde (1973)
studies on why they leave.

,

have completed comprehensive
However, little if nothing has

been written about the impact religious life has had on

3

those religious women in private education who have left

religious life, but in whom the effects of religious
life remain and are an integral part of their present

profession.

I

A.

.

The Problem

Statement of Problem
After leaving religious life there is an influence,

for better or worse, of prior training (i.e., postulancy,

noviciate and juniorate) on one's professional life.
Therefore, the following is an exploration of "self" in a

religious community whose prime function of which was

teaching and educational administration.

The study focused

on the ways in which some have profited from the deficits
and assets of that lifestyle.

Not much has been written about the perceptions of
the former religious.

There are numerous individuals who

have left religious orders.

Some individuals have found

themselves, yet, there has been little done to analyze
this

,

nor has much been done to support those people/women

after they have left religious life.

Few if any attempts have been made to focus on the

critical periods of growth during the early years of religious formation, nor on the decision-making points which

have had an impact on the former religious in their present

professions

4

Since this investigation proposed to focus on the

impact of religious life on the former religious in private education, their responses did not fit neatly

within the conceptual rubrics outlined above.

Consequently,

the respondents had the option to present and interpret

other areas in their experiences which were just as pertinent.

When this occurred, the respondents were encour-

aged to explain their experiences and to illustrate how
they are pertinent to this study.

B.

Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore an area that,

to this researcher's knowledge, has not yet been analyzed

or probed.

There have been quantitative studies done on

women who have left religious orders

,

yet few have focused

on the perceptions of religious life, or on the individual

self-images of these women.

This researcher attempted

to concentrate on these elements of growth, and/or inse-

curity, at three critical phases of development:
tion, period of doubt prior to taking vows

forma-

(decision-making

point at which women decided to stay or leave the religious
order)

,

and a re-evaluation period after establishment of

profession.

The research, in short, investigated the

effect that religious life had on their present profession.
This paper focuses on religious women who have been in

private education, who have left religious life, have
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made changes for themselves, but in whom the effects
of

religious life remain.
The findings of the study at any point of religious
life can be helpful for all members of that lifestyle,

because the formation, decision-making period, and religious profession phases are critical areas of growth-

crisis transition.

Members of religious communities will

it profitable if they question their religious voca-

tions.

Questioning is also helpful for those who are

responsible for the counseling of those others, who are

deciding whether to strengthen their commitment or to
leave the convent and redirect their energies.

C.

Definition of Terms
The following terms are defined as they will be used

in this study.

In some instances, alternative definitions

may be found in social science literature, since concepts
are defined to fit the theoretical models into which they
are incorporated.

Cenobitical life

.

—A

form of monasticism which de-

veloped during the fourth century.

St. Basil, Bishop and Doctor of

lived in a community.
of the Church

(d.

379)

Religious life was

,

became known as the patriarch and

founder of the monastic life in the cenobitical form
(Braufels, 1972).
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Constitutions.

— In

the sense in which it is used by

religious congregations, constitutions is the set
of laws
or directives made and approved by legitimate
authority
and by which the life of the institute is regulated.

Creativity

.

The process by which an individual

becomes fully authentic and develops

a

sensitive openness

to the world, people and situations.

Formation

.

— Usually

involves pre-entrance, postu-

lancy, novitiate, temporary profession, final or perpetual

consecration/profession, and continuing spiritual devel-

opment

.

Former religious

.

— An

individual who has completed

approximately two years of convent life and who has made
temporary vows or promises (Wheeler, 1981)
Peak experience

.

— The

experience allows one to feel

self-validated and self- justified
a completeness,

.

The individual feels

in which his response is one of awe, love

and gratitude (Maslow, 1964)

Private education

.

— Within

the concept of Catholic

Education, private education is "the deliberate and systematic influence exerted through instruction, discipline and
the harmonious development of all powers of the human being,

physical, social, intellectual, moral and spiritual according to their essential hierarchy, by and for their individual and social use, and directed toward the union of the
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educand with his/her Creator as the final end" (Redden,
1955)

.

Profession

.

— The

ceremony during which the religious

makes final his or her commitment (Wheeler, 1981)
Religious life .—-The lifestyle in which its members
embrace the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience and
live in a community approved by a legitimate ecclesiasti-

cal authority (Vatican II, 19 66)
Rule.

— Introduced

gious orders

.

by the founding fathers of reli-

(i.e., St. Augustine, Basil, Benedict, etc.),

the Rule governs the lives of those living in a religious

community.

"It speaks of the life of religious, of the

course of their day, their prayers, their work, their meals
and clothes, of their attitudes and behavior to one another,
to their superiors, to the world, to possessions, money

and honor"

D.

(Braufels, 1972)

Delimitations
This study was designed to make a modest contribution

to the existing research on the former religious through

the investigation of their present professions.

However,

the process of conducting in-depth interviews with the

former religious is logistically complicated and highly
time consuming.

In order to design a manageable study which

could be completed within the boundaries of time and
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resources available to the investigator twelve former

religious were selected who came from the same religious

congregations
For the purpose of contrasting and comparing their

perceptions of religious life and its effect on their

present profession, the subjects were viewed in terms of
ethnic origins (alphabetically)

:

two American Black, two

German, four Irish, two Syrian, and two Mexican-American

Each candidate selected for this study was chosen from a
listing of former religious provided by a congregation on
the west coast of the United States.

E.

Basic Hypotheses

While conceptualizing and designing this study,
three basic hypotheses occurred to the researcher and will
be presented as broad building statements.

Firstly, ex-

periences in the training period and functioning of the
religious can be beneficial in one's professional life
after leaving the convent.

Secondly, the development of

the spiritual, or prayer life of the religious, influences

the professional life of a former sister.

Thirdly, the

very nature of service rendered by religious life presses
one for openness in a work-world situation.

9
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.

Need for and Significance
o? the Study

A dearth of literature focuses specifically upon
the
effects that religious life has had on those women
who
the convent.

The research cited was written

focusing mainly on two effects:

why women have left the

convent and the importance of assisting these persons once
they follow a change of direction.

For the most part,

however, studies known to this researcher do not contri-

bute sufficient knowledge of the perceptions of women who

have left the convent, or of the impact of that lifestyle
on their present professions.

Thus, the study proposes to

contribute to the existing literature and to help fill the

conspicuous void in research, by taking an in-depth view
of how the former religious responds to several issues

relevant in their personal lives.
This research should assist to set the stage for the

development of an increasingly systematic body of knowledge
about the professional lives of the former religious.

The

knowledge should help to:
a.

assist religious communities in rethinking their

present lifestyle, early formation programs and

organizational structure;
b.

assure the former religious that they are not
alone as they encounter new experiences; and
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sensitize the Church to the recognition of

c.

relevant issues within religious orders.

G.

Organization of the
Dissertation'

The dissertation will consist of five chapters in

addition to a glossary of terms, bibliography, and related appendices.

Chapter

I

.

— The

chapter provides an overview of the

study and will contain an introduction to the problem

—

a statement of the purpose of the study, design, methodology,

significance, and limitations.

The "Purpose of the Study"

clarifies the objectives of the dissertation, while the
"Design of the Study" describes the qualitative methodo-

logical approach employed in this investigation.

The

"Significance of the Study" as presented in Chapter

I

discusses the contribution of the study to the field, and
the "Delimitations " outlines the constraints and drawbacks.

Chapter II

.

— This

chapter provides a review of the

literature which focuses on former religious women.

The

review of the literature is divided into the following
categories
-

Religious Life

-

Self-actualization and Peak Experience

-

Commitment

-

Age Thirty

— Transition

11
-

Decision-making

-

Former Religious

Chapter

in.— The

third chapter of the dissertation

provides a detailed outline of the methods employed
in the
study.

The chapter reviews the design of the study,

addresses the development of the interview guide,
discusses
the data points selected, and presents the methods
of
analysis to be employed in analyzing interview data.

Chapter IV

.

This chapter focuses on the descriptive

presentation, analysis, and interpretation of the data,
and includes a discussion of the theoretical and practical

implications of the findings.

Chapter V

.

— The

final chapter presents a summary and

the investigator's conclusions based on those findings.

Implications for further research and practice are discussed.
The results of this study have an applied as well as

theoretical contribution, and provides fresh insights for
the former religious, the public, religious communities
and the Church.

CHAPTER

I

I

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

Few women who leave religious communities write
about the impact of their former lifestyle on their
present professional lives. Often, those who have left

con-

vents, do not have the opportunity to reflect on that

experience, because they must rapidly make a transitional

passage into society, which leaves them almost no time
to reflect.

Religious Life
Even since the early days of Christianity, a variety
of religious communities has flourished.

Those who have

attempted to define the meaning of religious life have

discovered that such a task is more complex than they had
anticipated (Pius V, 1980; Courtois, 1958; Pius XII, 1947;
O'Flynn, 1961; Rahner, 1965; Leclerq, 1957 in Religious

Orders in the Modern World by Gerard Huyghe.

Dublin:

Geoffery Chapman Publishing Company, 1965, pp. 14-22).
Hinnebusch (1965, pp. 5-13) defines religious life
as "a living liturgy," and those living religious life

"became the Church of God in its most genuine, most
12
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authentic, most complete, and most vibrant
expression."
By liturgy, Hinnebusch means as expression
of deep mystery,
in which the religious bears witness to
her living
com-

munion with God through awareness of his presence.

Hence,

the religious is a "living sign of the Church,"
and a

"perpetual liturgy to the glory of God."
in a genuine sense,

The liturgy is,

"the summit of the Church's activity

and the religious forever strives to live at the summit.

religious becomes an image of the Church in its supreme
activity, the living likeness of Christ who founded the

religious state."

Hinnebusch

(p.

10)

further states that the religious

woman is thought to be a consecrated virgin who professes
the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, and who thus

becomes an efficacious sign of the Church.

The religious

wanan manifests the Church's virginal maternity to the
world because she, herself, as if a reproduction of the
Church, makes the Church present to others through her

spiritual development.

Hinnebusch adds that the religious

reproduces in her inner depths all the attitudes of the
Church; attitudes of holiness, attitudes of all embracing
love, fidelity, and maternal joy, and thus becomes a living

witness of Christ's presence to the world.
Doyle (1977, pp. 46-49) defines religious life as

a

prophetic char ism which exists for the same reason that
the Church does, to be a community of love centered in the

14

Lord Jesus.

Doyle uses "prophetic" in reference to the

role of the prophet, who announces and reads
the signs of
the times, and who is a living manifestation
of Christ.

Because religious life is still a dynamic force

within the Christian community, its presence is also
felt
within the entire human community. Consequently, women,
for a variety of reasons, continue to enter convents.

In

1972, there were approximately 455 religious communities

in the United States whose collective membership totaled

145,000

(Modde,

1973, p. 7).

The National Sisters Vocation Conference conducted a

study in which 274 religious communities participated in a

survey on "Entrances and Departure in Religious Communities
of Women in the United States,

1965-1972."

It indicated

that, of these 274 participating communities, the total

number of women who had entered convents in 1965 was 4,110.
This number diminished by about 1,000 in each of the following three years.

to 790.

In 1969 the total number had been reduced

By the year 1972, the number was further reduced

to 533, 13 percent of the original 4,110

(pp.

1-9).

Malone (See Interviews in Appendix F, April 1981)
says that from 1973-1978

Modde'

s

(since Sister Margaret Mary

study "Women Who Have Left Religious Communities"),

have statistical reports on entrances into religious life
*

have been scarce.

Recently, in "A Statistical Report on

Seminarians and Religious in Initial Formation," prepared
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by the Center for Applied Research in the
Apostolate
(CARA),

statistics indicated that from 1978-1979 1,339

wanen entered religious life.
Wheeler (See Interviews in Appendix F, February
1981) points out that communities which retained more of

the traditional aspects of religious life are receiving

the greatest number of applicants.

Apparently certain

types of young people, those with traditional religious

background, still look for some structure and visible
symbols of religion.;. Wheeler further adds that, during

times of emergency, depression, wars, and prolonged economic recession vocations tend to increase.

Perhaps pre-

occupation with survival and less concern for material
goods (as obsession which occupies so much attention in
times of economic prosperity) are situational factors.

Self-Actualization

Maslow (1954,

p.

100)

presents the following human

needs in a hierarchical progression from basic physiologi-

cal needs to the highest level of need for self-actualization.
The needs lowest in the scale are "proponent" to needs

lying above them, and the latter cannot emerge until the

lower ones have first been satisfied.

Thus, the lower

needs exert a power to shape behavior and continue to be

influencial until met to
individual.

a

degree satisfactory within the

I

16

Physiological needs are the lowest level,
and are
the needs basic to life itself
food, clothing, shelter

-

(1970, pp.

36-37).

When the basic requirements begin to

be fulfilled, the next level of safety
and security,

emerges.

These primary needs essentially reflect
fear of

physical danger and deprivation of the basic
physiological
necessities.
Once one is satisfied physiologically
and

one's safety needs are satisfied, social or
affiliation

concerns will emerge as dominant.

People are social beings.

They want to belong and be accepted by others.

After

people begin to satisfy their need to belong, they gener-

ally want to be more than just a member of their group.

They then thirst for esteem, both self-esteem and esteem
from others.

Once adequately satisfied, self-actualization

appears as the need to maximize one's potential or the

desire to become all that one is capable of becoming.

Maslow (1970,

p.

152)

points out that few persons

can be described as fully self-actualizing

Maslow believes that maturity or self-actualization
is a state of transcending deficiency-needs and he refers

to a notion of Being
human.

—

being authentic, with being fully

In principle, the notion of self-actualization

appears easy, yet the reality of someone's achieving that
state is rare.

Maslow asserts that when one reaches

a

level of self-actualization or maturity this level still

does not negate the presence of human problems nor does it
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even transcend them.

Even though one might have
trans-

cended the problems of Becoming,
there remains the problem
of Beina (i.e., anxiety, conflict,
frustration,
hurt,

sadness, guilt still prevale)

Focusing on Being and self-actualization,
Beneville
(1979, pp. 384-393) contends that Being
is an episode, or

spurt, in which the powers of the person
come together in
a particularly efficient and
intensely enjoyable way and
in which the person is more integrated and
less split,

more open for experience, more indiosyncratic

,

more per-

fectly expressive or spontaneous, or fully functioning,

more creative, more humorous, more ego-transc ending

,

more

independent of her lower needs, etc.
For some, religious life fills the void and creates
a

sense of self-actualization and fulfillment.

This is

attained when one becomes poor and lives with insecurity,
when one becomes empty, when one lets go of all the feeling of fear; only then can one experience self.

In this

nothingness and abandonment, one is capable of assuming

ultimate responsibility for one's life and destiny.

In

becoming nothing, one becomes.
Dubay (1975, pp. 88-100) reflecting on selfhood,

believes that, the religious life of celibacy is an excluding fullness, a being in love fulness.

He further contends

that such a fulness can be the cause of a deep sense of
fulfillment.
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Maslow

(p.

58)

seems to sum up these concepts when

he states that those who have
attained this level of self-

actualization, live a temporal and aspatial
lives.
Even
though they must live in the outer world,
they become
oblivious to their present surroundings.
This state, the
inner psychic world, is enjoyed by the
individual.

Peak Experiences

Maslow (1964, p. 78) contends that the experience
carries its own intrinsic value and is felt as a selfjustifying, self -validating moment.

Any attempt to justify

or describe such an experience takes away from its
worth,

sacredness, and dignity.

During peak experiences, the

individual becomes oblivious of the surroundings with complete loss of extension of time.

Such an experience is

complete and perfect, and the individual responds to it
with awe, amazement, humility, reverence, exaltation and
piety.

Merton (1969,

p.

47)

suggests that, for the religious

the contemplative experience resembling peak experience is

one in which the inner depths of the spiritual life are

mysterious and inexplicable.

Such an experience can hardly

be described accurately in scientific language.

The reli-

gious are the recipients of various kinds of peak experiences, observes Tauler

(1961, p.

23).

Tauler further

adds that the religious experience is one of inefficable
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darkness and yet light; light which can never
be understood or penetrated.
Kosicki (1976, pp. 251-255) describing peak as

"mountaintop experience" observes it has the effect of

moving one on and restoring lost vision.

Such an exper-

ience is one which is an encounter with the presence of

power evokes a response involving body, soul and spirit.

Commitment
Before focusing on the concept and definitions for
the term commitment, it is imperative that consideration

be given to the following stages which precede the act of

commitment on an affective level:

receiving (attending)

responding and valuing.
The affective domain emphasizes the feeling tone,
an emotion, or a degree of acceptance or rejection.

Usually this dcmain expresses interests, attitudes, appreciations, values, and emotional sets or biases (Krathwohl,
1974, p.

25)

Krathwohl (1974, p. 25) contends that a proper understanding of the affective domain presupposes knowledge of
the affective continuum, an analysis of the range of meaning which deals with the terms interests, attitudes, values,

appreciation adjustment, and which at times refers to
behavior.

Krathwohl (1974, p. 25) observes that the term

"attitude" includes a wide range of behavior in which the
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individual usually expresses a positive
or negative feeling about something.
Thus, the commitment that one maintains is such that the individual will
go out of his way
to express it, and even seek instances
in which he can
communicate it to others. Usually, the notion
of attitude
requires that the individual has a clear perception
of
his position which he will be able to verbalize.

The term

"appreciation", notes Krathwohl (1974, p. 25) refers
to
simple behavior in which the individual is aware of
a

phenomenon and is able to perceive it.
a PP rec iation implies that the

Usually the term

individual "experiences

a

pleasant feeling" when he perceives the phenomenon.

Another aspect of the affective domain is the process
of internalization.

English and English (1958, p. 272)

define internalization as "incorporating something within
the mind or body? adapting as one's own ideas, practices,
standards, or values of another person or of society."

Krathwohl (1974, p. 29), further adds that internalization,

depending on the extent to which there is an adoption of
others' values, may occur in varying degrees.

English and English (1958, p. 508), maintain that the

process of internalization is closely akin to the notion of
socialization.

".

.

.Socialization means conformity in

outward behavior without necessarily accepting the values
.

.

.It is a process whereby a person.

tivity to stimuli.

.

.

.acquires sensi-

.and learns to get along with, and
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to behave like, others in his group or
culture."

Krathwohl (1974, p. 30), states that the process
of
internalization by which attitudes, values, etc., are

acquired is far more encompassing than socialization,

because internalization refers only to acceptance of

value patterns in contemporary society.
The following categories and subcategories con-

structed by Krathwohl et al.

(1974, p. 35) facilitate an

understanding of the affective domain, and for the purpose
of this proposal, are helpful in gaining an understanding
of commitment:

1.0 Receiving

(attending)

1.1 Awareness
1.2 Willingness to receive
1.3 Controlled or selected attention
2

.

0

Responding
2.1 Acquiescence in responding
2.2 Willingness to respond
2.3 Satisfaction in response

3

.

0

Valuing
3.1 Acceptance of a value
3.2 Preference for a value
3.3 Commitment (conviction)

4.0 Organization

4.1 Conceptualization
4.2 Organization of a value system

5.0 Characterization by a value or value complex
5.1 Generalized set
5.2 Characterization
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McGaw (1977,

p.

4), contends that commitment in
a

religious context consists of two
dimensions: meaning
and belonging.
Mganing tends to focus on the religious
belief systems of the congregations,
which includes the
member's views, religious values, and
adherence to doctrinal authority.
Belonging relates to the members
and

includes their religious practices, social
proximity to
each other, as well as their mutual
interdependence.

McGaw further notes that the term religiosity
is

a synonym

for religious commitment.

Few definitions conceptualize the understanding
of
commitment as Kanter does (1972, pp 66-67):
.

Commitment.
.refers to the willingness of
people to do what will help maintain the
group because it provides what they need.
In sociological terms, commitment means
that attachment of the self to the requirements of social relations that are
seen as self -expressive. Commitment links
se If -interest to social requirements.
A
person is committed to a relationship or
to a group to the extent that he sees it
as expressing or fulfilling some fundamental part of himself; he is committed
to the degree that he can no longer meet
his needs elsewhere. When a person is
committed, what he wants to do (through
internal feeling) is the same as what he
has to do (according to external demands)
and thus he gives to the group what it
needs to maintain itself at the same
time that he gets what he needs to nourish
his own sense of self. To a great extent,
therefore, commitment is not only important for the survival of community.
It forms the connection between selfinterest and group interest.
.
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Kanter presents the important
elements relevant to
a study of religious commitment;
the relationship between
the group and the individual,
the capacity of the group
to provide meaning and a sense
of belonging to its members, the conditions essential to
foster and maintain
the development of commitment, and
its centrality
to the

functioning of a voluntary organization,
such as a religious order.
Kiesler and Sakumura (1966, p. 16) in agreement,

believe that commitment is

a

means of binding or pledging

an individual to behavioral activities.

For the religious,

the act of commitment becomes more meaningful
during the

ceremony of profession.

By the profession of values, a

contract exists between the religious individual
and the community:

the religious surrenders herself to

the community and the community accepts the surrender.

This is a binding act, in which the religious commits

herself to live her life according to the Rule and Con-

stitution under the direction of its superiors (Gesser,
1938

,

p.

255)

.

The notion of religious commitment has been pre-

sented by some authors as a natural stance which lacks

spiritual dimension, and which has not focused on a social
or psychological point of view

Marcelle Bernstein, 1976).

(Monica Baldwin, 1947;

Other literature is written
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from a strictly spiritual point
of view, excluding in
some cases the relatively recent
explosion of being.

Gram lie h (1978,

p.

699) writing strictly from a

spiritual framework, asserts that most
young people are
eager and willing to take the risk of
committing themselves to a particular profession. Yet,
numerous young
people are concerned about choosing a
profession, understanding that the choice has the power to
change their
lives.

The concern is not merely with changing the
in-

dividual's life but choosing a profession which
attracts
them but in which they may later find they are
not content.

Therefore, for many young women and men, when deciding
to

enter religious orders, the question of commitment bee cxnes
dominant.

They question whether or not they can be cer-

tain of unending happiness and contentment.
(p.

700)

Gramlich

further asserts that those considering commitment

to religious life, are questioning whether or not one can

be completely happy from a purely human dimension.

Gramlich firmly believes that when one allows the human
dimension to enter into the notion of religious commitment, God's freedom and ability to keep his promise becomes limited.

Often, those considering religious life

lack confidence in God's power to sustain them by his

grace and thus rely on their own resources to assist them
in their lifelong commitment.

Gramlich further states

that the "periods of doubting and questioning a lifelong
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commitment stem from elements of
distrust prominent within
society. Many individuals doubt
that marriage can be a
lasting contrast, or that world
governments can trust
each other.

Gramlich

(p.

700)

suggests also that it is possible

for one to remain faithful to a lifelong
commitment in

religious life only when the divine dimension
is present.
Despite periods of uncertainty and insecurity,
the religious can experience freedom from fear and anxiety
to

the degree to which s/he is able to trust
God.

Gramlich

(p.

701)

is aware that

entering religious

communities, particularly in regard to their intense

personal commitment to the vows of poverty, chastity, and
obedience.

Some believe that such a life is unnatural

and requires more than human nature can sustain.

The

same author cites that in order to alleviate sane of the

common doubts and questions associated with choosing a
lifelong commitment for those considering religious life,
seme congregations have precandidacy programs in which

interested persons can become better acquainted with the
life and work of a particular religious order.

This

process avoids the intensity inherent in this first point
of crisis.

As a religious person lives out her commit-

ment, other critical points occur.
(1978, p.

50)

One of these Levinson

identifies as "The Age Thirty Transition."
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The Age Thirty Transition

Levinson (1978, pp. 49-53) notes
that at each transitional period, the individual
usually reevaluates his/
her existing structure, in order
to explore various possibilities for change in his/her self and
the world.
The
reappraising and questioning phase leads
one to move
toward the commitment of crucial choices
which, sooner or
later, form the foundation of a new
life structure
in the

ensuing stable period.

McAllister (1979, p. 253) writing about the religious, observes that they also reach transitional
and

critical passages in their lives.

The following were cited

as causes of conflict for some individuals
living in

religious communities, and can be viewed as possible
passages in the midlife crisis.
1.

Some religious felt a strong sense of posses-

siveness (i.e., desire to have one's own home,
a place to become)

.

McAllister believes that

women are more creatively possessive than men
and views this as stemming from a cultural

training difference.
2.

For some religious, the lifelong commitment to
the vows and having to make that decision re-

peatedly, causes anxiety.
3

.

Freedom, decision making, and communication
some religious believe that they have many

—
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freedoms in name only

—

these have been per-

ceived as not real freedoms
but apparent
freedoms (i.e., decisionmaking,
openness with
superiors and with community
members). Some
religious believe that they cannot
speak openly
with superiors about certain
issues because of
hierarchical structure. The same
applies to
decision making about personal
priorities (pp.
235-239)

For the religious, Sister Jeanne Marie
(1968, pp.
420-426), believes that the challenge
to modernize amidst
forceful ideological differences within
community causes
conflict, prompts periods of doubt about
one's lifestyle
and precipitates the need to rethink
previous decisions.
Sheehy (1976, p. 23) cites that the American
culture
has adopted the Greek interpretation for the
word crisis.
In Greek, Krisis, refers to "personal failure,
weakness
and an inability to bear up against stressful outside

events."

She believes that the passage or transition from

one stage of human growth to another means the shedding
of a prospective structure.
p.

350)

Sheehy in Passsages (1976,

proposes that between 35-45, life becomes less

provisional and more rational and orderly.

It is a pas-

sage in which commitments are altered or deepened.

Sometimes one reacts by "throwing out or tearing up the
life one spent putting together.

It might mean a change
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of lifestyle or career.

Often it means a reevaluation

of one's marriage or divorce.

Those who desired being

single or childless are often startled
when they find
they want to stay home with a child
or have an oldfashioned marriage.

These periods are seen as disruptive
or constructive change and are considered to be
periods of growth.

Maslow (1968

,

p.

40)

notes that growth includes the

presence of intrinsic pains along with rewards
and pleasures.
It holds both advantages and disadvantages.

During periods of growth there are elements of
courage
as well as fear.
a

Growth is ideally considered healthy,

means of enhancing all the advantages of "forward

growth, and all the disadvantages of not growing, and to

diminish all the disadvantages of growth forward and all
the advantages of not growing."

Maslow claims that

a

complete lack of frustration, pain or danger is potentially dangerous, because one will experience limited growth.

Maslow further adds that an important aspect of
growth, selfhood and fu 11- humanness

,

is the ability to

gratify one's own needs rather than others' needs.

Thus,

one must become responsible rather than dependent and

enjoy and be comfortable with this responsibility.
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Decision Making
Cassel (1973, p. 23) points out
that there can be
little or no human happiness
without goals
and plans.

Personal satisfaction is derived
only from a conscious
and unconscious thrust toward
goals.
There are numerous
choices or alternative courses
which one may pursue for
every action undertaken. This is
the process of human

decisionmaking through learned behavior.
Rotter (1966, PM 80, Jan.: No. 609)
notes that
decision making involves the internal
process of one's
psychic structure, which he calls the
"internal-external"
man in each individual and illustrates
this in the following description.
1.

Inner-man

—

preoccupied with intellectual

deliberation as the basis for goal— setting and
goal-striving with the belief that he has power
over his environment, and with the full conviction that what he is able to conceive he is

able to accomplish.
2.

Outer -man

—

preoccupied with the idea that fate

and luck are the means of determining man's

destiny; that is, if one is lucky enough to be
in the right place at the right time things will
be favorable, and we are all victims of forces

beyond our control.
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Lewin (1935) believes that
decisions are representative of the balance of
personal needs and values for a
particular moment of time, these
he defined
as valences:

1-

Positive valences

—

wishes, desires or needs

that an individual is intent
on securing for
one's self.
2-

Negative valences

—

thd opposite of desires or

things which an individual seeks to
avoid or
prevent from happening to himself
(p.

57

in

Decision making by Cassel)

Allport (1961) suggests that an individual's
egostrength is intellectual, and as a result,
remains an

important element for decision-making.

Thus, ego-strength

is indicative of the independence that
one maintains to

foster his own needs.
Tedeski

(1971, pp.

685-695) proposes that the

decision-making process is the sole means that man has
for creating, fostering and enhancing self-actualization

and alleviating cognitive dissonance.

Wheeler (See Interviews in Appendix F, April 1981),
notes that for sane religious, decision making is an

integral part of the community.

Some religious communities

foster a strong sense of sharing and openness in communi-

cation which facilitate the decision-making process among
members.

Open experiences and close interpersonal com-

munication are largely dependent on the local superior.
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Wheeler (See Interviews in Appendix F,
April 1981) adds
that sometimes the apostolate (i.e.,
working with the poor,
teaching, etc.) allows one to develop
creatively and insights gained are additional facilitators
for effective
decision making. The need for skill in decision
making
by individual religious people became
critical after

Vatican II, in which communities

encountered a mass

exodus of religious.

The Former Religious
In 1974,

the Sacred Congregation for the Religious

drew up directives and principles intended to assist
superiors on issues involving decisions to leave religious
orders.

In its general principle, the Sacred Congregation

for the Religious stated that religious communities are

obligated to care for those who leave, by providing them

with the "economic, spiritual, moral and social needs
necessary while they move into society" (pp. 251-253.
San Giovanni (1974, p.

4)

suggests that the lives

of individuals are in continuous series of transitions,

entering and leaving a variety of roles and statuses,

which form the structure of a societal system.

For those

who have left religious communities, the emergent nature
of the transition requires that an individual act inde-

pendently in that passage by "establishing specific goals,
seeking sources of information, devising measurements of
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abilities and negotiating acceptable
modes and temporal
strategies of relinguishment
The emergent role passage can be seen as one in which the
individual creates
new roles or modifies existing ones"
.

.

.

(p.

5

)

In a survey conducted by Hart, Ames,
and Sawyer
(1974, pp.

675-678), they discovered that the reasons

why women left religious life were
philosophical.

The

reasons included conflicting values, lack of
personal
identification, lack of freedom, too much author i tar iansim and a sense of despair and hopelessness.

In a study directed by Modde (1974) on women who
had left religious communities

focused on the following areas:

(1967—1973)

the survey

quality of stress, stress

of adjustment, attitudes and activities, financial support

from the community, their calling and interest in application, reasons for entering and negative effects of

community life.

In that study, a majority of women who

left religious life were 40 years of age or younger.

Summary
Chapter II has reviewed literature which focused on
former religious women.

Chapter III will provide

a

tailed outline of the methods employed in the study.

de-

CHAPTER

III

DESIGN OF THE STUDY
There is more to doing research then
is dreamt of in philosophies of
science, and texts in methodology
°f fers answers to only a fraction
of
the problems one encounters.
The
best laid research plans runs up
against unforeseen contingencies in
the collection and analysis of data:
.unexpected findings inspire new
;
ideas.
No matter how carefully one
plans in advance, research is designed
in the course of its execution.
The
finished monograph is the result of
hundreds of decisions, large and small,
made while the research is underway
and our standard texts do not give us
procedures and techniques for making
these decisions.
It is possible,
after all, to reflect on one's difficulties and inspirations and see how
they could be handled more rationally
the next time around.
In short, one
can be methodical about matters that
earlier had been left to chance and
improvisation and thus cut down the
area of guesswork.
.

.

.

-Howard
(1970,

S

.

p.

Becker
602)

The major goal of this investigation was an attempt
to take an in-depth view of how a small number of women

perceived their previous lifestyle (in a religious environment)

,

and how those experiences have affected their

present professions.

To accomplish this goal a two-fold
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.
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process was necessary:

administering a biographic
ques-

tionnaire and conducting
an in-depth interview
session.
It should be noted that
it was not the intent
of the
esearcher that this be a
quasi-experimental design,
rather, it was a qualitative
study, employing an analytical descriptive method of
investigation.

Methodology
The researcher employed a
descriptive analytical

method of investigation

—

analyze the data collected.

qualitative methodology to
This approach seemed appro-

priate, since qualitative methodology
advocates an approach
to examining the social world,
which requires the researcher
to interpret the real world from
the perspective of the

subjects

(Bogdan

s

Taylor, 1975, pp.

4 - 5 ).

In the same manner, qualitative
methodology produces

descriptive data,
people's own written or spoken words.
and allows us to know people personally
and to see them as they are developing
their own definition of the world.
Qualitative methodologies enable us to
explore concepts whose essence is lost
in other approaches (Bogdan & Taylor,
.

.

1975, p.

.

.

4)

Literature dealing with qualitative research methodology holds considerable discussion on the importance of

choosing a method or mixture of methods which is appro-

priate to both the subject and the circumstances of the
study.

.
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^een,

iy57).

It was also important
for the resea
researcher to choose

and develop a method of
research which fiit ted the nature
and intent of her study.

The issue resolves largely into
personal preferences of the researcher,
the intent of the investigation,
the
available resources and the researcher s decision concerning what
type of
^!r eract: on he [sic] desires (Denzin,
*-

1970, p.

132)

This investigation has been, in
effect, a probe
to capture the perceptions of former
religious women on
their previous lifestyle.
Thus, after careful consideration, it seemed necessary to use intensive
interviewing
in order to allow these perspectives to
unfold.

Another reason for seeking this information in an

interview session rather than through a questionnaire
was, that to do so, created an atmosphere within
which

respondents could express their own understanding in
own terms.

Such an interview also allowed for per-

sonal disclosure.

Personally sensitive and revealing
information is difficult to obtain
from a questionnaire and it is also
difficult to get answers to indirect,
non-specific questions that present
probes (Tuckman, 1972, p. 187).

.

.

-

.
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This approach allowed the
respondents to relate
experiences about convent living
from their perspectives,
without them being significantly
influenced by the inter
viewer

Instrumentation

The instrumentation used in this
study was a biographic data form and interview guide.
B iographic Data

Form

.

—The

biographic data form

was designed to obtain information
about the personal
background of the respondents selected for
the study.

All

respondents were asked to indicate the following:
- Age
- Parental background
- Marital status
- Year of entrance into religious
life
- Present profession
- Education, before, during and

after

religious life

Information from the listed items served as a point of

departure for the in-depth interview sessions (See Biographic Data Form in Appendix
I nterview

B)

Guide .— Lofland (1974

,

p.

76)

an interview guide as a "flexible discovery.

"

refers to
Therefore,

it was important that the interview guide remain just a

guide to the interview, flexible in nature, and unwilling
to impose a rigid structure on the interaction (see

Appendix

D)
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The development of the
interview guide involved
examining the situation under
investigation, and developing an outline of issues to be
explored with each
subject.
Several instruments were explored
in order to

determine an appropriate model for
the study at hand.
After careful exploration of various
instruments which
would be supportive of the investigation,
the researcher
selected an interview guide designed
by Lucinda
San

Giovanni (for Ex-Nuns:
1978

)

A Study of Emergent Role Passages

.

.

San Giovanni's interview guide is a validated
ques-

tionnaire, thus it was not necessary to administer
a

survey to the participants.

Because the interview guide

was a valuable tool in assessing women's perceptions
of
the impact of religious life on their present
lifestyle,
it appeared reasonable to utilize, modify,

instrument to this study.

and adapt that

The researcher then sought

permission of the author to utilize the interview guide
in this study.

San Giovanni's interview guide was chosen with the

purpose of exploring specific topics with each of the
subjects.

Additional questions were added since the

instrument did not address in great detail the spiritual

development and training of the former religious.

These

additional questions for the interview guide were formulated

..

38

after holding interviews with
those religious who had
had experience in the area of
counseling and psychology,
as well as, after reviewing
literature which focused
on spiritual development and
training (i.e.. Review for
Religious, Envoy, Sisters Today
)

The interview guide was designed so
that certain

kinds of information were requested from
all respondents,
but the particular phrasing of questions
and their order
was redefined to fit the characteristics
of each respondent (Denzin, 1970, p. 124). The design
also allowed for

questions to be raised by the subjects in the
course of

•

the interviews, this resulted in more data
being generated

than would have been, if the only questions addressed,

were those determined by the researcher.

Another prin-

cipal reason for the use of the interviews was to uncover
a

diversity of relevant responses, whether or not they

had been anticipated by the inquirer (Merton, 1956, p. 12)
The interview was unstructured, and was designed

with the purpose of covering a variety of topics and
issues with each of the subjects.

With this approach, i.e., using an
interview guide within an unstructured
interview situation, the interviewees
will raise important issues not contained in the guide, or will even
summarize entire sections of the guide
in one long sequence of statements
(Denzin, 1970, p. 124)

.
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Selection of Sublets
Twelve subjects were selected
based on the following:
they had been members of the
same religious community in the western part of the
country; they had
experienced the same formation program
as the other participants; they would be able to answer
questions related
to (a) their experiences during
formation; (b) periods of
doubt, prior to taking vows
(decision-making
point, at

which women decided to stay or leave the
religious order);
and (c) the re-evaluation period after
they left the con-

vent.

More specifically, the researcher chose
former
religious women whose primary function was
private educa-

tion.

The respondents were selected in such a way
as to

represent the following ethnic origins (alphabetically)

:

two Black Americans, two Germans, four Irish,
two Mexican-

Americans and two Syrians.

Procedure
Initial contact with each of the former religious
was made by telephone.

Having identified herself, the

researcher summarized the purpose of the study and asked

whether the person would be willing to participate.

Each

was assured that her identity would not be revealed, and
that any information requested would remain confidential.
One of the subjects declined to participate in the study
and did not offer a reason for not participating.

The

.

.
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researcher and subjects then agreed on
a time and place
for the interview (Bogdan & Taylor,
1975,
p.

154 ).

Interviews were conducted in each of the
respondent's
homes.
Seven of the interviews lasted four and
a half
hours (two interview sessions)
and the rest lasted
about three hours.
;

As part of the initial telephone conversation,
the

former religious were asked to complete the
biographic

data form prior to the interview session.

A copy of the

biographic data form, interview guide and letter confirming the arrangements for the interview were sent to each

individual (See Appendix

C)

Interviews began with a review of the purpose of
the study, and an explicit description of the overall

format of the interview (Bogdan

&

Taylor, 1975, p. 107)

This provided the subjects with a more complete under-

standing of the study, thereby establishing a sense of
rapport.
The interviewer can do much to establish the tone of the interview by
clarifying, at the outset, the purpose
of the inquiry and by defining his
[sic] role as well as that of the
other interviewees.
It is for him
[sic] to set the stage so that others
will have a genuine interest in playing their parts (Merton, 1956, p. 171).

An important aspect of in-depth interviewing includes
the collection of data.

The researcher asked the respond-

ents for permission to tape record the interview sessions.

.
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and explained that it was the
most accurate way of recording the information. All of
the respondents understood the reasons for this
arrangement and eagerly agreed
(Bogdan & Taylor, 1975, p. 109).

Discussion of responses on the biographic
data form
led directly into an explanation of
items on the interview
guide.
Each subject was encouraged to speak
freely
and to

introduce new topics as she desired.

Considering it more

important to allow the conversation to
follow its own
course, the researcher was careful to
remain flexible in
the ordering and wording of the questions
Regarding this technique of fitting
questions to the experience of the
respondent,
.we advocate a rather
loose and liberal handling of the
questionnaire by an interviewer. It
seems to us much more important than
the question be fixed in its meaning,
than in its wording.
This new emphasis places the responsibility on
the interviewer for knowing exactly
what he is trying to discover and
permits him to vary the wording in
accordance with the experience of
the respondent.
This.
.is the
principle of division.
It consists
in adapting the pattern of our questionnaire to the structural pattern
of experiences of the respondent from
whom we are seeking our information
.

.

.

(Lazerf eld, 1972, p. 193).

The interview questions elicited the former religious

women's interpretations and perceptions of their past lifestyle (early novitiate formation

—

postulancy, novitiate,

and juniorate; point of decision making

—

deciding to

.

.
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Stay or leave religious life; point
of departure
the
moment they actually left the convent;
their present
profession)

-

Again, the anonimity of the respondents
was assured,

along with any further reference to the
convents and
schools in which they lived or taught. The
names of

persons mentioned would take the form of
pseudonyms in
the presentation and analysis of the data
(Bogdan

1975, p.

&

Taylor,

97)

Data Analysis
Once the subjects were selected, the researcher went
to the western part of the country to collect the data.

When the interview sessions had been completed, all of
the data were transcribed.

A vast amount of data were

collected from each session with the respondents.

Once

the data had been transcribed, the following methods were

used to organize that information:
a.

collect and categorize the information form
the biographic data forms;

b.

match the responses obtained from the twelve
respondents with the questions listed in the

interview guide;
c.

reports the responses obtained for each
question;
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d.

present the results of the
participants'
responses in a descriptive case-study
form;
and

e.

focus on emerging themes which
arise from
the participants' responses.

Confidentiality of the Data
All the data gathered and disseminated
as part of
this study will be treated with full
respect for confidentiality. The names of the interviewees
will at no
time be identified, and only the researcher
will have
access to interview materials.

Summary
Chapter III has provided a detailed review of the

design of the study, addressed the development of the

interview guide, discussed the data points selected, and

presented the methods of analysis.

Chapter IV will focus

on the descriptive analysis of the data.

.

CHAPTER

I

V

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS
This chapter will present and describe
the data from
the interviews conducted with the twelve
former religious
women.
The data will be examined utilizing the
principles
of analysis presented in Chapter III.
The data presenta-

tion is divided into four sections.

In the first section,

the presentation of data, will include a summary of
re-

sults from the biographic data forms (See Tables 1-16)
The second section will present the data collected from
the in-depth interviews conducted with the twelve case

study respondents.

The third section will analyze the

collected data employing Carl
"process of becoming."

R.

Rogers concept of the

The fou th section will present

emerging themes which arose during the in-depth interview
sessions (See Tables 17-18)

.

Section

I

Summary of the
Biographic Data
The biographic data section will serve as an intro-

duction to the former religious will be presented in
Section II of the data presentation (Participant Responses)
44
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Table

1

Biographic Data

Education of Parents
Level of Education

Mothers

Fathers

No formal education

Elementary school
High school

College

7D
Bachelor of Arts

3

4

yrs

1

2

3

4

yrs.

I

fZ)

3

®yrs

1

Masters

Doctorate

Vocational school
1

2

®

4

yrs
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Table

2

Biographic Data
Religious Affiliation of Parents

Religious Affiliation
Catholic

Fathers

8

11

1

0

Marionite Rite

1

0

Baptist

1

0

Unknown

1

1

Convent
Other:

Mothers

)
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Table

3

Biographic Data

Mother's Profession

Administrator
Banker

(

1)

Assistant Business
Manager (1)

(1)

Housewife

Carpenter

(1)

Football Coach

Laborer

Seamstress
Secretary

(2)

Teacher

(1)

(1)

(2)

Registered Nurse
(1)

Police Detective

(1)

Registered Nurse

(1)

Unknown

(3)

(1)

Business Manager

Mechanic

(5)

(1)

(

1
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Table

4

Biographic Data

Present Age of Former Religious
Age

Number of Participants

26-30 years of age

1

31-35 years of age

7

36-40 years of age

1

41-45 years of age

3

Table

5

Biographic Data

Present Profession of Former Religious*

Bookkeeper

Real Estate Investment Broker

(2)

Graduate Student
Housewife

(2)

(3)

Office Manager

(2)

Registered Nurse

(1)

Resource Teacher

(1)

(1)

Supervisor and Coordinator
of Counseling Services (1)
Teacher

(2)

*Three of the former religious have dual professions.
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Table

6

BiocrraDhie nafa

Former Religious

Marital Status

Married*
Single
*One of the former religious was divorced
but has
remarried.

Table

7

Biographic Data
Former Religious:

Former Religious

Number of Children
Number of Children

5

No children

1

One child

1

Two children

3

Three children

1

Step children

1

Adopted child

(4

children)

Table

8

Biographic Data
Relj-gious Affiliation of
For mer Religious

All of the former religious have
remained Catholic.

Table

9

Biographic Data

Number of Years Former Religious Spent
in the Convent (Entrance to Time Left)

Former Religious

Number of Years

6

6-10 years

2

11-15 years

4

16-20 years
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Table 10

Biographic Data

Number of Years
Since the Former Reli
ReUgiOUS
Left the Convent

—

•

Former Religious
Number of Years
5

I- 5 years
5

6-10 years
2

II- 15 years

Table 11

Biographic Data

17 years of age
18 years of age
2

19 years of age

52

Table 12

Biographic Data

Table 13

Biographic Data
Age of Former Religious at First Profession

Former Religious

Age
19 years of age
20 years of age
21 years of age
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Table 14

Biographic Data
Age of Former Religious When They
Left the Convent

Former Religious

Age

5

20-25 years of age

2

26-30 years of age

2

31-35 years of age

3

36-40 years of age

Table 15

Biographic Data

Former Religious Left the Convent by:

Form of Dispensation

Former Religious

Dispensation of final vows

6

Dispensation of temporary vows

6

i
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This section (Tables
i_ 16) will provide
,
Qf
data collected prior
to the interview
session with the
twelve respondents.

^

Section II

Participant Responses
WHY DID YOU ENTER THE
CONVENT?

Bernstein (1979,

p.

43)

noted that, "The natives

for entering are as
different as the entrants."

This

researcher found that this
is to be equally true,
and
further found that these
reasons can be divided into
three distinct categories:
1.

2.

3.

those who believed that they
had something to
offer, and wanted to dedicate
their lives to God;
those who for various reasons,
decided to move
away from their families and
seek the solace of
community life; and
those who felt insecure about
themselves and thus
sought the convent for safe shelter
and the sense
of security.

These categories are revealed by the
following comments:
I was idealistic, and I wanted
to dedicate
my life to a good cause, something
that I felt
was really positive.

I suppose in retrospect I can
say, that was
the safest way to get away from home, which
I was
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not happy with,

when

I

r

a?t er1
L

entered

t

left, and encountered a
traaic
my life in which I had a
couns^or
that I discovered the reason.
Basical Tv 7^'
3" 6 f
m
3
famil
^°
y that ias^ery
strict"
ldeSt Child in that family,
anq
and I felJ
felt ?hat
that my ?
life was being desiqned for
Mexlcan ”hmerican family, whilh
I came
from the
n WaS aSlCally a person
that
was
used'for
used
c??T^ h
for child
bearing, and for taking care of
my own “ot her SL
involved I haf
t°
h d
1 ® aVe the f a">ily structure
by
brlakTn^'.away and*T going into
breaking
another type of environment.
1 didn’t realize I was
doing that?
t basically, that is the reason
why I entered
religious life.
it was only later that ? discovered that. That was a way of
my father, a way that he could notsaying "no" to
possibly ignore
my way of breaking from family
ties.
agree with it, my entering the convent.He didn^t
something I was determined to do. I felt it was
possibly that was the only way for me to that
achieve

ZZZ\.
moment

f

m
-

V

-

*

^

™

^U•

*

*

*

I think I wanted to escape from
a chaotic
home situation. My dad was real disturbed.
None
of this was ever defined at that time, but
now
looking back, I think the convent beckoned as a
peaceful, ordered kind of life.
*

*

*

I was very insecure as a child growing
up.
I
didn't believe in myself very much, and probably,
I think I could have used entering the
convent as
a crutch, a place to continue being insecure.
Not
that I purposely did this.
Looking back now, it
was a good shelter for me.

Many of the respondents mentioned that their entrance into religious life was influenced by the fine
example and modeling of their parents and teachers.

respondent recalled that influence:

One
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I looked up to people, especially
one Sister
in the school that taught us.
Not because we
had a good personal friendship or anything,
but
because I admired her from afar. She was a real
model.
I wanted to be somebody like
her, somebody that was really good.
*

,

*

*

I suppose the greatest influence on
my life
was the tremendous religious beliefs and example
that my parents were
They did not expect me to
enter, and I did not enter because I felt that
was what they wanted me to do.
.

HOW DID YOU FEEL ABOUT THE FACT THAT OTHER NUNS
WERE LEAVING YOUR COMMUNITY?
San Giovanni

(1978, p.

36)

notes that, "The fact

that other nuns had already left helped to engender con-

fidence in one's ability to do the same."

Many of the

respondents in this study indicated that they had experienced the impact that the other nuns
them.

'

leaving had on

Some of the participants mentioned that it wasn't

until later in religious life, that they understood why

individuals were leaving the convent.

Some respondents

mentioned they felt threatened, upset, impressed, even
found it difficult to understand why individuals were

leaving the convent.

One respondent expresses how she

identified with those who were leaving:
I always thought about each person who was
I thought,
leaving.
I always identified with her.
wondered
what
it
hard?'
I
'Gee, that would be
would be like when I left. I think it encouraged
me to leave because I felt these people were able
In terms of my friends leaving, it
to do it.
helped me to decide to leave. Having friends in

.
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the convent was one of the main
sources of
comfort for me and one of the main reasons
why I like the community.
I wasn't really
into the service for God, but I liked to
have friends.
So when my good friend left,
^ think that was when it sort of
cut me
It was then that I was able to leave
like
her *and my other friends.

Another respondent relates how she felt threatened
by other individuals leaving:
I always felt threatened when people
left.
really wasn't sure why they were leaving.
Reasons for leaving were kept confidential,
therefore, I felt a bit disjointed.
I also
always felt inferior to the other nuns, and
thus, I thought I would never make it.
I
always thought I had to be a model nun academically, spiritually and socially, and being
Black, I believed that I always had to prove
myself, had to be and do three times as much
to be recognized.
Being a Black nun in a
religious community was unique.
I considered
it an honor to be accepted into the convent,
but I felt something was wrong. For a long
time, I allowed myself to believe that I was a
slow learner, and thus would be asked to leave.
I always thought of myself as never making it.
I always felt that I would be leaving because
I wasn't good enough.
So, when I saw people
leaving, I always questioned, I always doubted.
I always had a fear that maybe I would be leaving next.
I kept saying,
'Don't let me be the
next person to leave.'
I think there were
probably other people who were thinking the same
thing about themselves, but we never really
shared that feeling. Hence, I always felt
threatened when someone left the convent.
I

Four respondents mentioned that they were not in-

fluenced by those who left religious life.

One of these

participants observed:
The fact that other nuns were leaving our community did not affect me one way or another as far
I only wanted
as my own decision was concerned.
what was best for them, and I did not feel I was

.

.
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threatened to stay or leave. That
really
e mS at a11
You
sure
missed
m
hem.
Now I f
know that once you leave, relationship 3 change, but at that time
it did
not bother me
*

Going a step further, one of the
participants believed it was her duty to encourage some
Sisters to

leave

the convent.

She recalled:

Some people I encouraged to leave.
I
encouraged my own sister to leave. I felt
as long as they weren't happy, they
should
seek their happiness elsewhere.
I felt
they should not try to bury themselves into
something

A majority of the participants mentioned how they

missed those who were leaving as did this respondent:
People that I admired had left:
I felt
bad because I was losing a friend, and somehow, you weren't supposed to keep in contact
with people that left. They were ostracized
from the clan.
This study also illustrated that there were occasions

when the respondents had been afforded the opportunity to
discuss with those who had left the community, the reasons
for their decisions:
I had several friends who left during that
time, and I asked them about their reasons for
leaving.
I was impressed with the fact that
they had the conviction and the desire to do
something about their unhappiness and disillusion with religious life.

Another participant mentioned:
Before I actually made the decision to leave
the convent, I observed all those who had left,
what they did about finding jobs and what kind
of jobs they finally attained.
I noted whether
or not they moved back home, or branched out on

.
.

.

.

.
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their own.
I tried to guage how they
adjusted socially.
I even began to look more
closely at the newspapers to see what
fashions were in vogue.

WHY DO YOU THINK YOU DECIDED TO LEAVE
RELIGIOUS
LIFE?
Just as there are a variety of reasons for why

individuals enter religious life, the responses from
participants indicate equally numerous reasons for those
who
leave that lifestyle.

All respondents stated that a host

of reasons greatly influenced their leaving.

As a result,

the following were given for reasons for leaving the

convent:
1

•

2.

Efforts and talents were not recognized; felt
worthless (six respondents)

Sought the need for individuality (six respondents)

3

.

4.

10.

.

Were perceived as too assertive for advocating
change (five respondents)
Felt disillusioned with religious life (five
respondents)

5.

Felt ostracized, a sense of exclusion for offering suggestions (five respondents)

6.

Felt parent's death was a strong influence (three
respondents)

7.

Wanted to change apostolates (three respondents).

8.

Community wasn't moving fast enough (three
respondents)

9.

Desired marriage (three respondents).
Became more assertive (two respondents).

.

.

.
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11.

Felt influence from the outside world
(two
respondents)

12.

Community lacked sensitivity and awareness
of
cultural differences (two respondents)

13.

Felt a strong sense of restlessness (one
respondent)

14.

Felt a lack of intellectual stimulation (one
respondent)
.

Also, the following two respondents discussed
why they de-

cided to leave the convent, and related the probing asso-

ciated with that process:
I felt I was being asked to be a carbon copy.
felt that we were expected to do certain things
at certain times, which was alright with me.
But
it came to the point when our thinking was to be
more geared to thinking of the whole community. I
didn't always agree with them, and I didn't feel
that decisions could be made and then related to
everyone.
I felt that there were individuals in
the community, and we had to treat them as individuals.
Not everyone could be treated the same.
I
felt that the longer I stayed in the community, I
saw a greater need for individuality.
I felt that
if I could not be true to the philosophy that was
being asked of me, I had to withdraw from it. This
was the only way I could be at peace with myself
and my conscience.
I felt that I could not be
hypocritical.
If I was going to be hypocritical,
this was not the place for me.
I

When I finally made the decision to leave, I
had to really look at all avenues in order to find
out whether it was a whim, or whether it was something serious.
I took four years
I needed time.
to fully make the decision, and what started me
thinking about it was the fact that I could see
so many changes going on within the church.
I
felt that they were long in coming, and I was happy
they were coming
But the one thing that really
affected me was the fact that it seemed to me,
that I was being asked to be someone that wasn't
really me.
I didn't feel that I could pretend to
be someone else.
I didn't want to be a carbon
copy.
I wanted to be me, and I felt that at that
.
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time, in order for me to live a truly
religious
-Lire, I had to not pretend in
order to live with
myself and live with my conscience. Those
were
the significant factors that led me to
search
out and question and seek guidance as to
whether
this was a decision that I was making,
whether
it was a legitimate decision.
I went and spoke
with my superiors. They asked me to wait, and
I agreed to do so.
They asked me to wait one.
two years, etc.
And then, they asked me to seek
professional guidance.
I did accept the professional guidance, and it was finally after the
year, that I felt I had gone through every
possible avenue open to me.
I felt the decision
was mine to make.
I made it, and for that reason,
the decision was made mutually without any negative feelings and with a positive attitude.
I
felt that I had done it willingly and knowledgeI was at peace with that decision.
y
it
was a long time in coming.
It took me approximately four years before I finally left the
convent.
.

•

*

*

*

Somewhere along the line it became a role.
I
was going to prayers because that was what was
expected of me as a religious, and as long as I
was a religious, I thought I had to conform to
what was expected of me. Somewhere I got lost,
and I felt guilty for not being sure of what I
was doing.
I postponed final vows for a year,
and where I was in all this, I didn't know.
I
got lost.
This was because somewhere when I came
into religious life, I took on a role.
I became
a carbon copy.
I still rebel even now.
Formation
trained us to think that this would all work out
in the end.
Questioning? I felt guilty about
questioning. Sisters didn't question. So when I
started approaching my final vows, I couldn't
question.
I was not at peace with myself.
I
didn't know what I wanted.
I saw myself as a
Black religious, which was rare.
It gave me a
of
sense
importance.
Not only in the religious
community, but in the ethnic community as well.
There were a lot of things that I didn't agree
with.
Lots of things were srong with community,
If
and part of my problem was being idealistic.
should
thought
I
I couldn't be the ideal, that I
I was only
be, then I shouldn't be here at all.
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going through the motions.
I was doing things
because they were expected of me, not
because
my heart was really in them.
Intellectually I
could justify it, but in my heart and
inside
of me.
.no.
I didn't feel confident enough,
or secure enough, to go to anyone in
the community.
I never really talked about
it to anyone.
I think my decision was over
two years in
the making.
I got transferred to pull myself
out of the ethnic community, in order to find
out who I was.
I started asking myself questions.
Am I a good teacher because I wear a habit? Or
am I basically a good teacher myself? Do I
have
these values because I'm supposed to be a religious
or do I, personally stripped of my habit, religious
name and title, do I adhere to these values myself?
I had to find out where I was.
I began to feel
like a hypocrite, doing things and not really
wanting to do them.
I think it was having to do
things that I really didn't want to do, and when
I got a chance, I did.
Why do I have to be more
than I am? I felt religious life was asking me to
be more than I was, and it just wasn't enough.
Every day I had to be more tolerant, more accepting
I didn't want to.
I got tired.
I was tired of
this, and I got tired of being for others.
I
wanted someone to be for me. And then I began to
question whether I was really capable of loving
someone.
It was easy to say, 'Oh, yeah, I'll pray
for you,
but I never did.
It was a pat answer,
and the whole question came to be whether I was
really capable of loving, or was I using the religious habit as a kind of tool?
'Well, she's a
religious, so she loves people.
I never bothered.
Just so I wore the habit, that was fine.
I supported my Sisters in the community, but that was
the external side.
It was not the real me, and
after the second year, I was just really going
crazy.
I really had to get out and find out
exactly where.
.and who I was, and really, whether
I was capable of being loved, and.
.was I capable
of loving.
Those were the two things that had to be
analyzed as far as I was concerned, and so, it was
just a question of whether I was playing a role, or
was I real.
I didn't feel real.
I went through
counseling which I felt very good about. Later, I
found that I could no longer pray.
I was just dead
inside.
So the best thing for me to do was to
It was the hardest decision
stand back from myself.
I ever made.
Once I had done it, there was a sense
of peace.
I had finally come to grips with
.

'

'

.

.
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something and made a decision.
Come hell or
g wa er, I had finally begun to
face myself.

BEFORE YOU LEFT THE CONVENT
FOR WHAT YOU WOULD DO WHEN DID YOU MAKE PLANS
YOU
LEFT?

In answering this question.
a majority of partici-

pants mentioned that before
thinking about getting a job,
finding a place to live or going
shopping, part of their
preparation and planning to leave the
convent, was spent
notifying their superiors, families
and friends. Most of
the participants also mentioned
that telling their families
that they were leaving the convent
was more difficult than
telling their superiors and the Mother
General.
Many of
the respondents indicated that the
Mother General felt

upset about their leaving, and at times
attempted to persuade them to stay. One respondent
discusses how

she pre-

pared her family to accept her leaving from
the convent:
I prepared my family.
I let them know that my
intentions were to leave the convent and why.
in
a sense it was difficult, and yet I felt
that it
would not be difficult.
It would not be too
difficult to explain to my mother, because I felt
that she sensed it; she had a feeling that I would
eventually, sometime or other, make another decision in my life.
My father was another situation.
My father did not receive that very well. He
fslt resigned that my final decision was
to be a religious, and the fact that I was being
taken care of.
., well all of this made him
contented and proud of me.
However, all of a
sudden this had been shattered again. So he did
not receive that information very well. He felt
I was leaving because of the changes in the church
laws, religious garb and habit.
He could not
understand my reasons, though I tried to explain
them.
He resented the fact that I entered the
convent.
He did everything in his power to put
.

.

.
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obstacles in the way. For two years he
speak to me when I was in the convent. didn't
And
was only after eighteen years in religious it
life,
that he finally found that I was happy.
He was*
contented.
He was proud of me.
The fact that
I had made several achievements,
and that I was
being taken care of.
in his eyes, I was going
up for whatever the reason might be.
But he
couldn't accept the fact that all of a sudden,
I was shattering this security.
He felt it was
his responsibility to take care of me again.
He
thought I tas going to go to the wicked world
again.
He felt he now had to take over caring
for me at age thirty-six.
I felt it was difficult
for him to accpet
Even after he argued with roe
and so forth, I felt that he really did not understand why. And I felt it would be fruitless to try
and exhaust my energies in helping him understand.
I felt it would just mean another argument,
and I
didn't need that.
.

Another respondent relates the difficult she felt
telling her parents that she was leaving:
Right before Christmas, I was going to leave.
My biggest concern at this time was not whether
this was a good decision for me, but what were my
parents going to say? Especially, what was my
mother going to say? Every Christmas and on
holidays, we went home to visit our families.
After I made the big decision to leave, I told my
parents I wasn't coming home for Christmas.
I
didn't give them a reason. This of course, really
put them in a tither.
They wondered why I wasn't
going home.
They responded, 'Why don't you tell
us? Is there something wrong? What's going on?
What are you doing? I mentioned that I had to
accomplish something, and I couldn't make it home.
Oh God, was it difficult!
I told them between
heart attacks.
Yet another respondent mentioned:
My parents were beautiful.
It was difficult
telling my parents about my decision to leave,
because I loved them so much.
I didn't want to
Their response to
have them feel disappointed.
They
my decision was one of complete openness.
understood when I entered the convent, and were
even more understanding when I made the decision
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to leave.

They responded by
th^y wanted whatever made me telling9 me that
happy
My sister
el atlV
welcomed “e with insurmountable
?ov/
H understanding.
love and
.

r

One respondent recalls how the
Mother General responded to her decision to leave:

Went ?° the Mother General to inform
her
leaving
sh e really was understandTt
ing, and bent over backwards to
do everything
to Stay
1 had changed.
She responded
to tnat change.
I was someone who could always
be trusted and never did anything
out of the
or inary.
I never created waves.
And she never
expected me to leave.

^

*

T

*

*

(

WHAT DID YOU THINK IT WOULD BE LIKE WHEN
YOU LEFT?
The participants' responses to this question
varied

but the majority of them perceived their
transition to be

very lonely as presented by this quote:
I thought I would be very lonely.
I kept
questioning, 'How am I going to survive alone?'
I didn't think of the adventures associated
with dating.
I just thought, it's gonna be
lonely.
it was gonna be hard.
But at least
I had done something real honest.
I felt real
honest.

Others perceived that when they left, "It would be
fun;

it would be great."

One believed the world would be

at her feet waiting for her arrival.

Yet, others had no

idea of what it would be like to leave the convent.
CAN YOU DESCRIBE WHAT IT WAS LIKE THE DAY YOU LEFT?

Most of the participants mentioned the sadness asso
ciated with the day on which they left the convent.

How-

ever all of these responses can be classified under the

:

.
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following categories:
!•

those who felt relieved;

2.

those who felt extremely happy;

3.

those who experienced nervousness and
a deep
sense of sadness; and

4.

those who found the day nondescriptive

The following comments w-11 be illustrative
of these

experiences
Yes, I'll never forget that day.
I left at
six a.m. from the convent.
I got up.
My sister
had lent me her sports car.
I had everything
packed and ready to go. The night before it was
hard to sleep.
I was so tired.
I got everything
in the car early that morning and took off.
I
felt elated.
I felt it was the beginning of my
whole life, just reborn.
My sisters and I
took off for the beach.
I was so happy I was
almost crying.
.

*

*

.

*

It was a strange day.
I thought there would
be a lot of nuns who would come to say goodbye,
but there was only one Sister. My own sister was
there, too.
It was a very tearful experience.
I felt releived and was glad to be going.
*

*

*

I was leaving and returning to an area near
my family. Ot me it was sort of like a vacation.
*

*

*

My last day in the convent was nondescriptive.
The nuns were kind of nervous
around me. Most of the sisters were very
friendly.
They all came to say goodbye and
were very supportive, but I could tell that
they were uneasy and didn't know what to say.
.

.

*

*

*

.

.

.

.
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I knew I was
excited.
Hosea, my future husband,
was non-descriptive
*

I wanted to be
with
But the last day

*

° n th ® da y that I left,
all
of them, hugged and kissed the sisters
me goodbye
we An
11
1 Wa * ^viAg."^
werfaft
a
sobb?"9
C
W orst ^gh^a^ ofmy IIf“ 9 - ThiS WaS the

tell me about YOUR FIRST FEW
WEEKS OUT OF THE
CONVENT

Many of the participants indicated
that their first
weeks out of the convent were a
bit
frantic, as they

searched for jobs, looked for
apartments, renewed old
friendships and family ties, and attempted
to adjust to
a new lifestyle.
For some the first few weeks were
extremely difficult, though less so for
those who received
support from their family and friends.
This is indicated
by the following observations:
I stayed home with my family
for about a
month and then decided to move out. The first
few weeks were terrible, and as bad as it
used
to be.
We had lived a very chaotic life because my dad was a screamer and yelled at us.
I realized I had to move because I
had begun
to recognize what a wreck Dad's screaming was
making of me.
.

.

*

*

*

All I did was look for jobs and then
went home right away.
I didn't go anywhere
else.
I was scared to death.
For me to
sit in a restaurant alone was terrifying.
I thought everybody was looking at me.
.

.

.

.

WHAT WERE YOUR FIRST FEW WEEKS LIKE WHEN YOU
LEFT THE CONVENT?
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The ^ were kind of frantic in
the sense
that we (another religious and
muself) discovered that it wasn't as easy
to
temporary job during the summer as get a
we had
thought.
We worked through an agency and
1 t
®^ vle ed for several positions, but
many of5 them ^
did not come through for us.
It was only after several weeks
that we
finally got something during the
summer.
The job, too, was frightening. We
knew it
would be a little hard, and we tried
to
support each other. We felt that we
were
very fortunate, because we had a place
to
Was rent free
At least we had
that during the summer. That helped!
,i_j-

.

*

I- stayed with my dad and
it was a big
mistake.
This did not help the transition.
I was constantly reminded that
I was a religious, and I really didn't get started living
my own life.
I got caught up financially and
emotionally, yet somehow I bound myself to
him.
It was pure hell for me until November.
In subtle ways he let me know that he was
very hurt by what I did. There was no way of
talking to him. He didn't understand, and,
so I never even bothered.
He couldn't accept
my decision, and as far as my dad was con—
I had come home and, now, was going
to become a fallen away woman.
The rest of
the family was fine. My dad decided he was
going to teach me. He tried forcing me to
go back by showing how hard it was here at
home.
Whatever he could do to make life
miserable for me, he did.
I wasn't working.
I was forced to borrow three thousand dollars
from the community. He paid for my car and
then in August when I talked about moving out,
he demanded that I pay him the three thousand
dollars back on the spot.
I had car insurance.
He bought me the most expensive car insurance
in the country.
It was about nine hundred
dollars and he paid it all; and so he supported
me all summer.
He even paid medical bills that
I had.
When I got my first check and talked
about moving out, all of a sudden he told me
I wasn't wanted there anymore.
'When are you
going to pay me this?' he demanded.
'This,
and this, and this?' And again I felt guilty.
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d
out until 1 Paid him.
i was
L? 2 o move
retarded
in my ability to make the
transition and it took me a long
while to throw
f eelin 9 Of moving out.
i
Sd that Wh ° le problem a t
the
time
Mv L?hh
SVen questioned my own
abilitv to survive which
ability
was good in a wav
because I was determined that
I didn't need'
anybody
His questioning made me feel
more
independent and more determined to
survive
I was very naive as
far as trusting people,*
and not knowing how to deal in
business, I
learned the hard way
Dad was constantly
saying.
This is my ex-nun.
His whole point
hard f ° r me
He wan ted to show
me that™^-^ COnVent Ibad
Protection and
S®
slcuritv
f
U W6re 111
there
w as someone
l° you.
to take care of
No man was going to
assist you.
it was very hard for him to
understand that at 28 I wasn't his 16
year
old kid any more. As far as he was
concerned,
knew nothing about living; so my first
few
weeks were hell.

L

,

-

•

*

'

,

*

*

*

The first few weeks were wonderful and
relaxing.
I went on vacation with a friend
and my family.
it felt good and I was glad
to be out, doing and thinking about other
things.
it was a welcomed change.

During the first few weeks out of the convent;
three

respondents lived at home; three lived with a roommate;
and three lived by themselves.

HOW OFTEN DID YOU THINK ABOUT THE CONVENT?
Seven of the respondents mentioned that they

thought about the convent often.

Such thought is illus-

trated by the following:
I thought about it a lot when I first came
out, because it had been an integral part of
me for so long.
.
.

*

*

*

.
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a central
tral P
«ar
art1 of? me.
I wondered what mv
6
in9
1 thou 9 ht of myself
recitina*^
reciting
n°
the Divine
Office.
i missed
going to daily Mass.
‘

-
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Five of the respondents said
they didn't think
about the convent for these reasons:
I was too busy with
work, and I had
started a very demanding job.
it had begun
y
as soon as I'd left.
.

.

*

I don't think
much to do
.

.

*

I

*

had time.

There was too

.

*

*

*

Well, I have a tendency when I leave
something, I leave it totally.
it took me
four years to make my decision, and I felt
that once I made it, that was it!
I'm not
the kind of person that goes back and visits.
I don t go visit nuns, and I don't
visit the
convent.
I don't pine over things like that.
Once I leave, I leave.
I don't live there
and I don't visit there, and I haven't done
so since I left!
So, I can say that I really
don t and didn t think about the convent
Not that I had any negative feeling about the
Sisters at the convent.
It's just that I made
that decision.
'

'

.

.

*

*

*

I wanted to move into my new lifestyle, and
didn't see the need to continue thinking about

the past.

.

.

*

*

*

I was so nervous about doing what I had to
do, which was finding a job.
When I did find
a job, I wanted to do a good job.
I wanted to
try to get into a new life.
I didn't really
want to look back on the convent.
I didn't
want to use it as a crutch.
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DID YOU VISIT THE CONVENT
AT ALL AFTER YOU LEFT?
Three of the respondents
related that they visited
the convent shortly after
they left. These individuals
mentioned that they didn't feel
welcome because
some of

the Sisters didn't know how
to react to them.

One former

religious encountered a strong sense
of rejection when
she went to visit some of the
Sisters.
Let us view how
others felt.
At the beginning, I felt like I'd
put in a
nUI
r °£ yea S and 1 really enjoyed
going
back
?k f s changed
a a
back.
it
little now. My feelinq
now is that I don't feel so welcome
there any
2
more ...
<

*

*

*

The convent was near to where we were
living.
it wasn't a place that I totally
stayed away from. But I didn't go there a
lot either, or go visit a lot.
The first
six months to a year I probably stayed
f ^i^ly well away
People who were there
didn't want to see people who had left the
convent. We who left felt we didn't want
to influence anyone.
So, I probably stayed
away, but if ever there was a reason such
as special religious ceremonies, I'd find
myself going.
I visited four times within
the first year
I went more often for a
few years and then moved out of that community,
and so I've gone less often. Now, I can't
say that I visit frequently, but I do hear
regularly from a few people and irregularly
from several others.
.

.

.

.

The remainder of the respondents mentioned that on

occasion they had visited the convent and enjoyed their
visit.

But these, too, did not go often:

.
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^
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totallv
e
t thin9 though.
I felt veryverymuch
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,
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when the Mother
Genersf came up to me, ™us.
General
I was very much at
ease
W
She had Pr ° bably never seen
me
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?

'
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Four participants mentioned that
they did not
visit the convent after they left,
because they were
embarking upon a new lifestyle and
wanted to remain
independent and free from interference.
I wanted to cut myself
completely off
because 1 felt I was starting a new
life and
I didn t want to have that
interference.
I
a t d t0tal inde Pendence, and
that's because
^
u
5
_
I had heard that so many
who had left the
convent, often returned to visit, or
even
to teach in the same school.
i swore that
I would not do that.
Even if I were penniless, I would not go back.
1

DID YOU GO TO A TRANSITIONAL AGENCY FOR
FORMER
RELIGIOUS?

None of the twelve participants attended or knew
of any transitional agencies.

However four of the

respondents indicated that they had received counseling
prior to, and after, leaving religious life.
HOW SATISFIED ARE YOU WITH YOUR PRESENT OCCUPATION?
Eleven out of the twelve respondents felt extremely

satisfied with their present position.

Two of these

individuals assist their husbands in their present professions.

They work at home and have found a sense of

fulfillment doing this.

One satisfied individual shares

the happiness that she has found in her present profession
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Presently, I am teaching for a
public
1 SYS tem and I live in the
area
where
j J®®
i
teach.
i have really gotten a
lot of
support and feel very positive about
the work
am doing.
I made the transition from
private education to public education.
really needed to prove to myself that'l I
could do this.
I needed to show that I was
a person who had gotten a tremendous
education and gotten a lot of experience.
I needed
to exhibit that in a very positive
way.
i felt
that I did so.
I was dedicated, and I did over
and above what was expected of me.
I really
wanted that job, and wanted to keep it.
This
would really prove to me whether or not I
was
an acceptable member in that school system
or
not.
I feel that I have done a good
job; I'm
happy with it.
I would like to see myself involved in a job sharing situation in the future,
and, if not, I'd like to see myself involved
in
some other type of job. After twenty- two years,
I m probably looking toward another
vocation
of which I am not too sure.
I know it will
have to involve people.
I'm at the point where
I need to semi— retire from one profession
and
look for another.
'

.

.

.

*

*

*

Another relates;
My occupation is an investment counselor, but
it is not just investment.
I am also a real
estate investment broker.
I really like the job.
It's just what I want.
.

.

On the other hand, one respondent indicated that she

was not fully satisfied.

She believed this was because she

had not found her niche yet.

HOW CONFIDENT DO YOU FEEL IN THE WORKING WORLD?
Ten out of the twelve respondents expressed a strong

sense of confidence in the working world.

This they attri-

buted to the experience they had while they were in the
convent.

The following comments verify this;
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hat « ith
religious and educa^
nal teaching
from the convent, I have a
s t r ong educational
background.
I
confident and competent because of feel both
it.

I f eei very confident.
I guess I
usually have any problem getting a job.don't
.

*

*

.

*

* feel extremely confident.
The more I am
in the business world, the more I
realize that I
probably have more ability to do what I want
to
do than probably eighty percent of the
people I
1 think I can do almost anything
I
want to do. Before, when I was in liberal
arts,
I was very frightened of business.
I thought
business was a money grabbing, dog eat dog world.
Now I feel it|s a service, jsut as much as teaching is, only it affects the pocketbook.
It's a
service that a lot of people need.
it lets them
be intelligent in dealing with things instead of
doing things haphazardly.
In my business, I can
give people a lot more security, a lot more peace

of mind.

.

.

*

*

*

I feel very confident in the fact that I've
gotten a lot of experinece. First of all, from
my own upbringing and religious life. The education that I had, even though I only had my B.A.,
I was put into situations where I had to be a
business administrator as well as a professional
educational administrator. That role provided me
with other roles. Once, PR work in terms of a
private institution, which meant notifying the
public of the institution's needs for contributions.
I am learning to get out of my shell and
become a more open person, a person who can go
out and sell herself.
Sell what she can in terms
of her experience, her expertise and her ability
to work with all kinds of individuals.
I've had
a variety of experiences.
I feel that I've proved
that in every area and in every school where I've
gone.
Not only in school situations but also in
other agencies where I worked during the summer
when there was no school.
.

.
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WHEN YOU FIRST CAME OUT DID
YOU FEEL THAT YOU FIT
IN SOCIALLY WITH OTHER
WOMEN YOUR AGE?
,

The emerging transitional
phase is a fluid, dynamic
process of imputation, construction
and recognition,

shifting strategies of self
evaluation.

it is edged with

uncertainty, fear and hesitancy
(San Giovanni, p. lio).
In this study a majority, ten,
of the respondents recounted how they felt they did not
fit in socially with
other women of their own age. Let
us look
at some of

their responses:
1
the convent at twenty-eight.
I felt
like I was sixteen.
I didn't know how to play
the game.
i went from living with people
who
had the same values, the same goals as
I did for
nine yea rs to meeting people in the
working
world, teachers, who saw their professions
as a
Dob.
To me it was a vocation.
I came across to
them as a goodie-goodie.
'You don't say this in
front of her because she is too honest, she's
too
moral, an oddity.'
I was a nun in lay clothing
to them.
I didn't drink.
I was not up on dress
styles and things like that.
it wasn't until
January that I got my hair cut and styled. Those
things weren't important to me.
I wasn't conscious
of decorating the apartment and things like that.
Dancing and drinking made me uncomfortable in
most situations, so I didn't clutivate friendships.
,

.

.

*

*

*

No, I didn't feel that.
I felt that I was
less sophisticated, less knowledgeable in terms
of relationships with other people, especially
males.
I didn't feel comfortable with women my
own age.
I felt that they were super knowledgeable, socially with other individuals and I was
not.
I didn't know the game.
.

*

*

*

.
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Two respondents mentioned
that they didn't focus
specifically on fittingin
socially, because they didn't
find it was necessary.
They didn't feel any
different
as former religious now
leading secular lives:
At first I didn't feel any
different than
other women. I probably
looked like a PoUyanna.
One participant indicated
that she didn't have time
to think about fitting in
socially because there were too
many other things to do.

HOW WOULD YOU DEFINE THE ROLE OF
WOMEN?
San Giovanni (p. 72) notes that

"

.

.

.identity

awareness of ourselves as female is
learned rather than
innate, and it is grounded in the
social meaning we give
to biological attitudes as well as
in the cultural defi-

nition of what it means to be a woman
or

a

man.”

Many of

the participants answering this
question found it difficult to define their role as women.
it was also hard
for them to speak of the Woman's
Liberation Movement and
its place in the world today.

However, one respondent

eagerly defined her perceptions of the role of
women in
society:
I feel women have a certain strength.
A
certain gentle strength to offer the world, in

;
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that s becoming very highly
scientific
think women are the hearts of
our
society
They are gentle and they can
bring about change
I am a woman’s libber
for E.R.A., and I am for
allowed to use their abilities to
de ee of challenging a male
?f
dominated
society.
Also, at the same time, I believe
that women have responsibilities
to a family
* husband.
That’s
just
as
important,
and I
???
think women have to have their own
needs satiss lf aspect.
I do not believe that a
?
woman s place
is in the home.
i do not believe
h * fc ®y e
w man should be married and have kids.
T
?
on t f£.
think
that's the role of women today. A
gentle strength. Being feminine. Now,
doesn't mean being weak, or using female that
frailty
to get out of work or whatever,
a woman needs
to be independent, make her own way and
not have
to depend on the male.
That old thing that the
husband is supposed to take care of the wife;
that's getting obsolete. Marriage is a partnership.
Neither one is taking care of the other.
They are building something together.
'

T
I

’

.

.

WHAT ARE THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF
HAVING FORMER RELIGIOUS AS FRIENDS?
All of the respondents believe the advantages of

having former religious as friends outweighs the disadvantages.

Many believed that such relations were supportive

of their transitional passage.

Here is a representative

quotation
I don't see any disadvantages of having
former religious or nuns as friends.
I feel it
is a real plus for me, because the people I was
close to in the convent are still my friends.
We did keep in contact, it's not that my way
of keeping in contact with people is occasional.
People have to understand me. Even though I
don't keep in contact with them all the time, I
still feel very close to them.
But, that's just
the way I am.
I do that whether they are people
from the convent or from the outside. But I
feel that it's an advantage to have them as
friends.
I've never even considered it a disadvantage.
.

.
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DO YOU FEEL THAT YOU ARE ANY
DIFFERENT AS A
PERSON NOW THAN WHEN YOU WERE A NUN?

All but one respondent felt somehow
changed and

different now than from what she was in
the convent.
The general feeling about the change,
was that it was
one of joy and spontaneity. Here is one
respondent's
discussion of the change that she perceived in

herself:

^
1 have matured and developed more
as
the true me.
I feel like I have more freedom
to
explore and to be myself.
I can find myself
without feeling guilty.
I feel I have done that.
I don't feel I have completely found
out who the
real me is.
I think that's a continuous learning
process. I certainly feel that I am more mature
and more able to see through situations than I
have ever been able to do before. This is because
the experiences that I have had hindered me from
doing this. But, I think convent life has enhanced me.
I deeply feel that I have grown a
lot.
I feel more self assured, more confident,
self assertive, independent and more open to ideas
and situations.
.

.

The above statement is similar to those voiced by

other participants.

Another respondent believed that she

saw no difference in herself as a person and stated that:
I do feel good about myself, but I've always
felt good about myself.
I believe the responsibility for this rests with my parents.
I believe
that religious life didn't tear this down.

WHAT KINDS OF REACTIONS DID YOU GET FROM OTHERS
WHEN THEY FOUND OUT THAT YOU HAD BEEN IN THE
CONVENT?
Eleven of the respondents mentioned that people were
shocked when they discovered the former's involvement with

religious life.

The following accounts relate this:
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f thSm
hink
is ver Y humorous.
I'm
J it.
I m very ?
free with
I don't say it to
just anybody but if i think I
have a reLsomeone and if it is going to
9
h
be
meaningful at all. I'll share my
past
i'n
mention the convent and some people
just crack
l3U9h b Ca “ Se the y hav <* this
totally
differentt
age of? what a nun is, and I don't
iJ'
nt it. nOther people step back a
not in aloofness, but in surprise. little bit
They
Y don't
understand me, a former nun.
,

'

.

.

Dating partners will sometimes reject
you.
Or on other occasions they want to
discuss
ax Pfriences with you, such as experiences
about family or Catholic school. Employers
surprised and they want to probe. They want are
to
know more about that experience. So do
co-workers.
However, the following accounts demonstrate
another

type of response:

When you tell someone you were a nun, they'll
'I knew there was something different
about
But if you hadn't said anything to them,
they wouldn't have responded.
I don't go around
f e iii n 9 people that I was in the convent.
That
is something personal.
if people ask directly,
I say 'yes'.
I would never deny it.
I'm not
ashamed of it. But I don't go around saying it.
People are always telling me that there's something really special about me.
say,
you.'

SOME PEOPLE SAY THAT THEY CAN RECOGNIZE WOMEN WHO
WERE ONCE NUNS.
THAT SOME WOMEN LOOK LIKE FORMER
NUNS.
HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT THIS?

Because there is limited literature which focuses on

convent living, society tends to have
of what religious life truly is.

a

stereotyped notion

For this reason, many of

the participants noted that when some individuals became

aware of the former's involvement in the convent, they, the
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Participants

were expected to behave in a certain
manner

,

The following accounts relate this fact:

A lot of people are surprised when
them that I was in the convent, because I tell
I
don't think I have the what you would call
the
ex-nun" look.
I don't think you can tell by
my makeup, by my dress, and I don't think
that
you can tell by the way I act.
I have shed the
habit.
.

.

*

*

*

i think that sometimes ... and I mean
sometimes it's possible to recognize former religious.
However, being a Black woman, I think it's difficult for persons to believe that I have experienced
convent living for fifteen years. People are
shocked when they find out that I am a former
nun.
This is because there aren't that many
Black religious in the United States. As a matter
of fact, there are about seven hundred Black
religious women, compared to about one hundred
twenty-eight thousand, three hundred seventy-eight
white religious.
Some people say some women look
like ex— nuns
I believe that's a stereotyped
response, since those notions are merely based on
externals. When one finds out that you were in
the convent, that you are a former nun, there's
always the desire to clothe you in that lifestyle
again.
,

.

.

.

DO YOU THINK THAT YOU HAVE MADE THE TRANSITION TO
SECULAR LIFE?
All but one participant believed that she had made
the transition to secular life:
Yes, I definitely feel that I have made the
transition to secular life. It has taken me a
while to do it, and I'm still doing it.
I think
for a long time, I wanted to totally separate
myself from my previous lifestyle, so that none
of it would be a a part of me.
I recognize now
that that's foolish, that I am who I am, and that
I carry with me all those very prized experiences.
I believe that they have helped me to become more
dynamic, and to become a more effective person.
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However, one of the respondents
is still undergoing an intensive transitional
experience since her
leaving the convent four years ago.
in the following
excerpt, she describes the effect
her transitional experience is having on her present
lifestyle:
I don't think that I've ever
made a more
painful decision than that of leaving the
convent.
There is nothing that has been as
painful as leaving.
I've got a diary and
write out my reflections; because I have I
to
deal with who I was, I have a tendency
to
become very defensive and very protective
about my convent past; and it's hard. You
evaluate yourself and find yourself wanting.
That's how I felt, and feel, about myself.
I
tend to find more weaknesses than strength.
When I left the convent I enrolled in this*
class, a counseling class, where I could work
out all the stuff that was hurting me.
I
stirred a lot up in that class and let a lot
of guilt out of myself.
No one there judged
me.
They just helped me deal with it. But
when the class was over, I was just beginning.
I had just cleared the surface and
begun to get at the heart of the thing; and by
that time the class was over, and I had no
contact with the priest, who was my instructor.
I was stuck with this open wound, and no
doctor
to stitch it up.
I stitched it up the best I
could.
I'm still stitching.
I open it every
now and again.

A woman helped me go through this. She and
were very close. We're kin. We're both the
same age.
.We're emotionally, psychologically
messed up, for different reasons. But she was
able to do something about it, while I never
really did. Because the cost of counseling and
all that stuff was a difficult part.
I had to
do it little by little.
I

.

I'm doing this patching and stitching very
slowly.
Too slow.
I want it all out in the open.
I want to deal with it and get on with the rest
of living.
I can't get on with the rest of living
because I have something to take care of, to deal
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with, and

can't deal with it because
it
U h ° f my ener 9y to teach
school
and dn ?h-™ K
1 just don,t have the
skill to tol KUh it.
aillto
I move much faster,
m 1 Pa ient eca use I want
to heal the
hurt
T S
* r
?
ly bad
1 hurt famil V wise.
5
fo^ my convent days and
I hurt for
my own personality and me to deal with it.
There are
times when I regret leaving.
i miss the
sspirituai support the spiritual
aspect of
r
lgiolls lif e.
Communal
prayer.
Divine
®i
thS ?PP° rtunit y for prayer, the
atmosphere for spirituality.
I'd love to make a
retreat but I can't.
e

X

t
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DID YOU OR DO YOU BELIEVE THAT THE
TRANSITION TO
UL
LIFE IS A SERIES 0F STEPS OR STAGES ALONG
mu£
IiiiL WAY?

^

T T

AH

°f the respondents were in agreement that
the

transition to secular life is a series of stages.

Some

even offered descriptions and general accounts
of the
stages of transition:
I guess you would call them steps or
stages.
believe you can refer to them more as human
development stages, the development of all facets
of one's being; the total development of the
physical, the spiritual, the intellectual, the
psychological. All of these are so important
and I believe these are stages if you want to
consider them so.

I

*

*

*

Yes, I felt that I had to go through some
sort of initiation.
And on the steps I went
through, I felt the need for companionship.
And I felt the need for support, and this was
when I got into my big problem. To go a step
further, I had to go through counseling.
I
had to go through a series of soul searching
experiences.
I had to probe deeper into my
formal life, even before I went to the convent,
my whole family. This is where I discovered
many more things to make me become a fuller
person.
If I hadn't gone through that, I

'
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think I wouldn't be as together
as I am now.
I can't say that I am
fully together, but I
am at a stage where I feel good
about myself
and.
.about the things I do.
.

*

.

*

*

T ^ e f ^" rst stage is forlornness,
and abandon,
loneliness.
You think, 'Why did I do

this
Why did I leave that cozy nest ?
Then
the second stage is freedom or
promiscuity.
It
is a total feeling, "I am free.
I can do whatever I want.
Then, you don't focus on your
loneliness and abandonment. You say, 'i can
do
^atever 1 w ^ nt with this freedom I have.
The
third stage is all sorts of messes from stage
two.
You're trying to sort out, and get some
balance to the stages that I just described.
And, then, in the fourth stage, which I
guess
is the last stage, you sort of combine the
freedom you already know with some common sense.
You still are staying afloat, and not being
totally
free, and not being totally regular, just sort
of
living in the world.
.

1

'

*

*

*

I think there are transitional stages.
think there are several transitions.
I think
one is physical.
Physically being uncomfortable
witdi your body.
All of a sudden, you're out of
this modified habit.
You have to think about
your hair. You have to think about plucking your
eyebrows and just simple things like that.
It
doesn't sound like a lot, but you're a little bit
taken up with your physical appearance. Somehow
you think, 'I don't want to be identified with
being a nun. And, how do I look? I'm not a nun.
Now that's one transition.
I want to look, not
just at the physical.
I want to appear comfortable enough with this new lifestyle that I fit
in and don't seem uncomfortable with the newness.
Even jobs or new relationships. You kind of want
to get those over with.
Later, you feel like
you're an old hand at this, and I'm just an old
secular nun.
,

I

And then there's the immediate trial of getting work, and I have heard a lot of people
didn't go through this.
It's the whole thing
of getting on your feet economically.
I had
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already learned about finances.
I had my own
checking account, and I had a job before I
entered; so I knew you had to think about rent,
car insurance, all those things.
.I've heard
of other nuns who said things like, 'Does
the
phone come with the apartment?'.
.things
like that.
.

.

Spiritually I think you kind of sink out.
don t know how to say it exactly, but there
this hanging on that you do because you wore
the habit for so long, and you've got this
spiritual act to keep up.
It's guilt that keeps
it up.
I have to pray, and I have to meditate
and I have to do all this stuff.
I think gradually that dies out.
,

I

'

I think relationships with men is another
stage.
You want that, but then you don't want
it because it's uncomf rotable and you don't
know how to handle it.
I think the standards
when I came out, were no big deal to secular
people, but that was very uncomfortable to me.
Those kind of intimacies, instantly, were not
at all what I wanted to do.
So, it wasn't acceptable, and I did want to be an acceptable member;
and it was hard.
It could have been the crowd I
was in with but I had no idea that loose standards
were so acceptable. They were surprising to me
because when I left, I wasn't in that kind of
environment at all. When I came out of the convent, accepting the one night relationships was
very hard for me.
I still have not reconciled
them, and I don't think I can.

One thing I had expected when I came out was
more honesty from people. Most people in a convent I think, have grown to be more honest with
each other.
You expect that out in the world too,
That's something that you
but you don't get it.
have to struggle with.
.

.

One of the respondents mentioned that she didn't

expect the transition to take so long.

Some said they

believed the transitional adjustment to secular life would,
"take a month," or,

"merely last a summer."

However, the

transition from religious life to secular living has taken
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longer than expected,
of the participants.

it was a difficult period
for most

For one respondent, after
having

left the convent four years
ago, she still is undergoing
an intensive transitional
passage to secular life.
TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU BELIEVE
YEARS OF FORMATION, POSTULANCY THAT YOUR EAR! V

”
,

°F

AN EFFECT ON YOUR PRESENT
HAD^EFFEcfo^YO^Hr
ttAU

NOVmATE

^E
PROFESSION?
H?

MB
THESE

Seven respondents indicated that
the early years of
formation were supportive of growth.
The respondents attri
bated their effectiveness in society
and the work-world to
the training that they received while
they were in the convent.
The following accounts are illustrative
of this fact
One of the things that stands out in
mind is being consistent. Once you start my
something, you continue it, and I think that
during that time, life in the convent was
disciplined, and at times hard on me. My
education there threw me into teaching,
business administration and all areas related
it*
I don't think I ever would have gone
into these areas if I had not been thrown into
them while I was in the convent.
I feel because of that experience, I have learned to
be more adult and less introverted.
I'm a
person who is willing to stand back and let
other people take advantage of me, and yet,
I'm willing to take the plunge.
*

*

*

think that those years taught me a lot of
Self-control and restraint are
the qualities needed to get me into the profession I'm now in.
I have to work full time
and go to school full time.
That takes some
amount of self-control, and I think life in
the convent taught me that.
I

se lf ^control

.

.

*

*

*

.

y
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Looking back, the greatest thing
it tauaht
SC iate P eace and «U«nce.
Also
silent prayer

ad f ° r the ninete en years that
I
?i
scent
h ® Convent
xt taught me a lot.
t? hoi P ^
t0 foster and nourish leadership
skill^ ?n my present profession.
sKills
*

mT

The convent was very good for me.
I wasn't
appy but ifc was P^bably an incubation
5
p eri°d for me in a time in my life when
probably would have filled myself with I
so many
1 never would have gotten to
know
i
myself.
it allowed
a lot of meditation which
was good for me. A relationship started
with
God, that I probably would never have
had.
I
probably never would have cared knowing that
I
didn't have it.
Also, I became really aware
of other people and how different
everyone is.
I don't think I would have seen
that at all, how
dl ^^ eren h people are.
How different are our
backgrounds. You are plunged into this cocoon
with all these people, and you think that you
are all the same because you are all wearing
the same clothes, and you are all taking the
same classes, and all eating the same food.
Yet,
you are all receiving information differently,
and that is really enriching.
it just opened
me up.
I had also learned to develop a stronger
sense of humor about life, which has carried me
through my present lifestyle.
,

T

'

.

.

Five respondents noted that the early years of for-

mation in the convent did not have a positive influence
on their lives.

However, they reversed those negative ex-

periences which they had encountered in the convent to
become positive by living their lives in such
enrich the lives of others.

following accounts:

a

way as to

This is illustrated by the
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I didn't grow much in those
early yearsexisted.
And I don't think, at this time',
tnat formation had anything really
to do with
where I am in my profession.
it was a stage
of growth, and I personally was not
growing.
This might sound very personal, but I
don't
think that people who were in authority
really
cared that much about the individual as a
person.
You fitted into a certain mold, and
then you were left to go on your merry way,
to teach, or to do whatever you were
supposed
to do.
There was no real concern about you as
a person.
The personal tough was really lost.

I

I fslt that those stages in the convent
were extremely destructive.
I felt that they
were not at all supportive of growth.
I felt
those people who were directing us did not
recognize the stages of growth in a person's
life.
I was seventeen years old, and by the
time I entered formation, they right away
tried to make me over, like a sixty year old
convalescent woman.
I was busy feeling the
normal things that a seventeen year old feels
and goes through, so when I fell in love with
another nun, they gave me enough guilt to last
me, if I wanted it to last the rest of my life.
I mean, I still have dreams of those nuns,
looking at me and making me feel that I was
bad.
They could have handled that in a much
better way. They could have helped me with
it.
I didn't have to go through all that horrid
guilt.
I wasn't deserving of the guilt when I
look back. What the heck did I do? I only
carried her mantle and held her hand, and loved
her.
I felt that they were so concerned with
teaching us the structure of that life, that
they kept missingout on our individuality. That
was a time in my life when I needed to know that
I was good the way.
.1 was.
They didn't
spend any time telling me that.
They kept telling
me how I could fit into their structure.
It was
like trying to put your foot into the wrong size
shoe.
Just step in. When I left the convent, I
had to back up and go through those stages that
I had
they forced me to miss along the way.
to go back and be seventeen or eighteen again.
When I left, I wasn't the normal twenty-five
.

.
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year °id.
I was a stunted twenty-five
year
old in regards to my sexuality,
my selficlenticy
i don't think they helped
us to grow.
6
dld help us to 9 row in prayer life,
Y
hey uhelped us pray. They gave us
structure,
a
Pra ^*
That 1 alwa ys appreciated.
I
think what they are doing now is
smart.
They
aren t letting people in until they
are twentyone.
The vocation recruiter told me that
they
learned from people like me. They let
these
young people in, and what did the young
people
do? They left.
The convent figured they would
get some people who were already grown up
when
they got in.
I think it's a good idea, because
it s sort of like entering marriage.
It's a
bad place to grow up, and you need to be an
adult to be in it.
I believe that you should
have much more involvement with seculars and
secular life.
X think they should offer you
on-going counseling information.
I think they
should have opportunities to be in group
counseling or individual psychological counseling in order to handle the transition to
this strange way of life.
Because it is a
very unique way of life, I think they have
picked up some real strange notions about life;
yet, in other respects, it is a good life.
I
love the fact that it is a prayerful contemplative life, and in that way, I think it is unique
in our world today.
It is beautiful, but yet,
there are those other things which they always
have such a nervousness about, such as contact
with non-realigious.
I think that's strange.
I really believe at times, that they think they
were born nuns

i?

*

*

*

I think they were lacking in supportive
growth. All that the postulancy was, 'Don't
do this, and don't do that.' What they gave
us was a private interpretation of the Scripture.
That all came from one Sister.
She gave
us our whole spiritual development during that
entire period. We went to no conferences; we
heard no professionals. We had a theology
teacher during the juniorate, who directed us
and dictated notes to .us. We were never told
to read anything.
We were almost barred from
reading anything because if it crept up in
our exam questions, we were marked down for
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it.
We had to quote his notes, and
he ev-er gave in our course was fifty the most
pages,
and that was dictated notes from theology.
I
think that's why I went after the
Masters in
Theology.
I wanted to find out for
what it was all about. Once I found myself
out
for myself, i let go of all that which
I
didn't believe in any more. That's what
f re ^d me from hanging on in the
convent.

X don't think any of these were actually
supportive of growth in the sense that, at the
time, I didn't really know what I was doing.
I knew that I wanted to be a religious,
but I
never thought of the periods of formation,
postulancy, juniorate or novitiate.
I never
knew that such programs even existed in convents.
I never knew there was a mother-house.
I thought that once women entered the convent,
they were instantly dressed in the full habit.
I had no idea at all what was going on as far
as formation was concerned.
There were women
in my set who would ask marvelous questions,
and I was amazed at their knowledge of religious life.
I definitely could not ask those
questions because I felt very limited. My
exposure to religious had been strictly limited
to elementary and high school, and so I had no
thought of formation consisting of the postulancy, novitiate or juniorate.
Now when I focus
on those years, they were comparable to kindergarten, first and second grades in my young
adult life.
I found the formation period tense,
and for various reasons I was still growing as
a person.
I had no full recognition of who I
was.
I had no recognition of spirituality with
its elaborate stages of development.
The whole
notion of meditation was new to me.
Intellectually, I felt decidedly inferior.
During
formation, I considered many of the women in
my set to be top students.
I had difficulty in
philosophy and logic classes.
I had never been
exposed to abstract subject areas before I
entered.
I think all I wanted to do was be a
I did
nun.
I didn't think of going to school.
very poorly at the mother-house college, and
part of this stems from the fact that I felt
incapable of grasping some of the concepts that
I
were being taught in philosophy and logic.

.
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didn
understand basic mathematical concepts.
t
I didn't
know how one should discuss literature.
I didn't know who any of the famous
English
I didn't know what onomatopoeia
P^ e ^" s were
was
I didn t know what iambic pentameter
was
I thought that being Black had something
to do
with this. Later I realized that this all had
to do with readiness and lack of exposure and,
to some degree, culture.
'

^

.

.

'

*

*

*

I think one of the disadvantages for me was
that both authority and structure were harmful
for me.
Authority and structure took a lot of
my thinking ability away from me.
I began to
think I was incapable of making good decisions,
and that, somehow, it was harmful if I did make
them.
That was bad for me.
It didn't help me
to grow.
I think it would have been much better
had we been allowed options in our lifestyles.

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE WERE THE FORCES WHICH DETERRED
PERSONAL GROWTH AND. A FEELING OF SELF-ACTUALIZATION
IN RELIGIOUS LIFE?
Some participants noted areas which were negative
and deterred personal growth.

The following accounts

relate detriments to growth:
I constantly got the feeling that there were
certain people who were groomed for certain positions in the community.
For instance, someone
might be prepared to be vice-principal of a school
I think
or superior or treasurer of a convent.
the feeling that others were chosen and not myself, deterred personal growth, and caused me to
become very bitter.
I didn't express this
I didn't
bitterness which I felt to anyone.
think that it fostered a feeling of selfI also didn't like feeling
actualization at all.
that I constantly had to check in with people in
I just think there were a
order to do things.
lot of forces that deterred personal growth and
a feeling of self-actualization.
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r

care for that,

*

*

The development of fear, if you can develop
fear.
Whatever grain of fear of God you had,
they worked on it and that was a very elementary
primal stage of an understanding of who God
was.
Fear, and the law.
*

The socialization process of religious
formation is detrimental to growth.
It deters
maturity socially. Being away from new
people causes an immaturity. We, as nuns, were
supposed to be "yes" people to whatever was
asked of us.
That took away maturity.
*

*

The constant presentation of the ideal
religious was stunting to my growth. Never presenting and dealing with 'reality' also caused
confusion.
They never taught me how to deal
with reality.
Ideals were presented, ideals
which related what a good religious was. I
never had the opportunity to express my doubts,
my fears, my concerns about being afraid of being
judged.
Being forced to be fake, and not being
allowed to be real. Thta was what kept me from
growing
I never got the growth I needed in
order to stay and live religious life.
I'm now
struggling, trying to figure out who I am. The
fact that I still have a fear of telling someone,
allowing someone to know the real me, what I
really am like, I have a fear of being judged.
I'm afraid of being inadequate.
So I withdraw.
I keep my distance.
I tell just enough to not
be judged.
So I tend to do one of two things.
to freeze, or to play the game.
I'm still
reluctant to deal with myself.
.

.

.
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It was at this point that the
respondents believed

that there were advantages and
disadvantages to living a
religious life.
Yes, I think I matured in religious
life.
Not understanding the financial world,
marketing, job hunting, or anything like that,
there
was no development along these lines. But
I
think that religiously and spiritually I
became mature.
*

*

*

I gained a basic spirituality from that.
I
learned how to teach when I was in the convent,
and I also learned how to be a bookkeeper. Just
having that experience was helpful.
I have
always thought that the convent helped me to
grow.
I would say that everything I learned has
been an advantage for me.
I don't think that
anything has ever harmed me.
I wondered to
myself what I would be today if X had not entered
the convent.
*

*

*

The advantages far putweight the disadvantages.
Education was one advantage. My ability to go
beyond the basic things in life, to be interested
in things that are deeper, spirtuality.
Being
philosophical, I think my whole intellectual
development is due to my experience as a religious.
The whole ability to be introspective, meditative,
to pray, I would never have developed these
abilities.
I don't think I would ever have been
as effective a teacher as I am today, had I not
been placed into a classroom. So I got a career,
my career of teaching. My whole exposure to
theology helps. My intellectual development, and
spiritual development has also assisted me in my
present profession.
*

*

*

I don't think my faith would have matured
the way that it did.
The convent made this
maturation possible for me.
*

*

*

.
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There was no help in maturing sexually
and, of course, there was a lot of
oppression
in that area.
They didn't even use the word
homosexuality, or discuss thepossibility of
lesbianism in the convent. The positive was
always stressed, the positive of what we were
supposed to do, but we never knew what we
were giving up. We had no idea. We were not
allowed to fall in love.
*

*

*

The disadvantage was that when I left
I realized I had developed
along one path; and then the road went another
way, and I was not prepared.
The person I am
fits fine for religious life now, but it
doesn't fit out here in the real world. That's
the disadvantage.
One might compare it to
being married.
The state of being married can
never prepare one to be single or divorced.
My training led me to believe that I should
suppress my needs and in doing so, a part of me
never developed. Now, I think that's a major
a f ter nine years,

disadvantage
WHAT WERE THE SOURCES OF CONFLICT FOR YOU WHILE
YOU WERE IN THE CONVENT WHICH ARE ASSOCIATED WITH
FEELINGS OF INSECURITY, STABILITY, AND PROTECTION?
HOW HAVE THESE INFLUENCED YOUR PRESENT PROFESSION?
Many of the respondents said they felt secure in
the convent.

However, this security did not appear to

affect their present lifestyle.

Some participants indi-

cated that they had security, stability and protection in
the convent, and it provided a source of conflict.
I would say that in my first years, there
was no conflict because I was told what to do
That was the
and did it.
I was a good nun.
way my mother brought me up. Later in life, I
would say that conflict came from personality
You
clashes.
We didn't have big conflicts.
have
an
always
You'd
everything.
had
always
do.
to
something
assignment,
*

*

*

:
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The source of conflict was that
I had
everything; a place to live, meals,
a place
to do laundry, your own bedroom.
You were
protected.
These were sources of stability
and protection which did not allow
people to
really grow.
it felt constantly like you
had everything offered to you, but you
couldn't
move any place. You couldn't grow because
you never really had to take care of these
needs at all.
The habit was the source of
protection. You had everything there for you.
All you had to do was live that lifestyle.

Yes, there was security in the sense
that I didn t have to worry about where my
meals were coming from, where I was gonna be
housed or what I was going to be wearing. I
knew whenever I received an assignment, that
it would be pretty stable.
I was changed
only three times during the whole of my
eighteen years in the convent. There is a
stability in my current profession, in the
sense that I've gotten such a good background
and vast experience. This has influenced me
now.
I feel I am secure.
I am protected.
I
can still branch out in to anything and know
that I can do it.
'

DID YOU ENCOUNTER MOMENTS OF FEAR, ANXIETY AND
CHAOS DURING RELIGIOUS LIFE? HAVE THESE
AFFECTED YOUR PRESENT LIFESTYLE?
For various reasons, all of the participants ex-

pressed pangs of fear, anxiety and chaos while they were
in the convent.

The following account illustrates those

experiences
Oh, those last two years, the last few
months I didn't know where I was going.
I
was afraid to make a decision at that time.
There were two other times prior to my final
decision when I sensed that there was something the matter.
But I just didn't have
enough courage.
I was afraid to make a
decision.
I guess my biggest anxiety was
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nonacceptance.
I had friends but, as I said
before, on a very superficial level.
That
was my biggest anxiety in life, nonacceptance.
*

*

*

There was constantly anxiety and fear that
encountered during religious life.
It was
a tense lifestyle.
Fear for me centered
around whether or not I would be accepted into
the novitiate, the juniorate. Would I be allowed
to make final vows? We were constantly voted
on.
The fear that I felt was, would I be asked
to leave for one reason or another.
They would
somehow know that I had doubts about certain
things
I had a fear that I wasn't bright enough,
not intellectually stimulated enough to be a
religious.
I was afraid of taking exams in
college, and of constantly having to work hard
at grades.
I was afraid of looking foolish in
class.
These anxieties constantly entered my
mind.
The periods of chaos in my religious life
were internal.
I think there was a lot of anxiety
for me when I went on for my degree in Spanish.
I attended a private college, where instructors
did not recognize individual differences of
culture.
The instructors were humiliating.
But
this only created a stronger desire in me to
understand the language.
I wanted to know the
culture, to live and digest it.
The anxiety was
the determination to get through Spanish.
This
caused me to become highly motivated.
I am
still highly motivated and I attribute motivation
to the anxiety and chaos which I experienced in
religious life at the college level.
I

.

*

*

*

I always felt moments of fear, anxiety, and
chaos during my life as a religious.
I never
quite felt that I fitted in with what they
wanted.
But this did not hamper progress and
growth in my own life. Fear and anxiety only
motivated me to be a striver.
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TO WHAT EXTENT DID THE STRUCTURE, RULES AND LIMITS
OF CONVENT LIVING SERVE AS OBSTACLES OR SOURCES OF
SUPPORT? HOW HAVE THESE AFFECTED YOUR PRESENT
LIFESTYLE?
I think that the structures and laws of convent
living did not support my present profession.
I
found the people who administered these laws were
legalistic and highly structured.
Some people got
carried away with rules and structures. Thus, I
developed a distaste for these.
I vowed that
when I became an administrator, I would never
allow myself to become so affixed to structures.
I would never allow structure to inhibit any type
of creativity.
Structure for me was negatively
perceived at that time, but now I see it as a
negative force which has become positive.
*

*

*

Do you' know what they were obstacles to?
They were obstacles to faith.
I didn't have to
put my faith in anything because, there were
the structures, the laws, the rules.
There was
the institution, and it overshadowed faith.
And I don't think faith in God, for heaven's
sake, was really promoted.
On the other hand, ten of the respondents believed

that the laws, rules and structures of convent living were

supportive of growth and have assisted them in their present lifestyles.

Let us look at a few of these responses:

I
It probably helped me to organize myself.
I learned
think the structure was good for me.
I
to get up in the morning and get dressed.
think convent life gave me a discipline which I
might never have developed on my own. Never in
convent life, could you just mess around for four
I'm glad for that, though, because I now
hours.
have better use of my time.
*

*

*

I always want to
Well, I like structure.
know about things for which I am responsible.
I strucI feel I have an obligation to them.
ture my routine in such a way that those things

.
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must be done before I can enjoy myself.
I
think that carries over from living in the
convent.
I am a very law abiding citizen,
and I would cringe at not obeying the law.
I think it is important to have
structures,
rules, and laws, but I don't think that we
have to die because of them.
I would like
to see the spirit of the law enforced, not
merely the letter of the law.
*

*

*

I like rules and structure.
I live
better if I have rule ordered existence.
Sure, I do a lot of spontaneous things, but
I'm better if I know I'm getting up at a
regular time.
I'm better when I make lists
about the shopping and the laundry and that
sort of thing

TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU BELIEVE THAT YOUR LIFE IN THE
CONVENT FOSTERED A SENSE OF BELONGING AND A SENSE
OF SELF-ESTEEM? WERE THESE SUPPORTIVE OF GROWTH IN

YOUR PRESENT LIFESTYLE?
Five of the twelve respondents voiced that the con-

vent fostered a sense of belonging.

However, of these five,

one mentioned that this belonging did not develop or enhance

self-esteem.

Another participant added that she had to re-

gain a sense of her own image when she left the convent.
The following statements supported the respondents' feelings
of belonging and self-esteem:
I think there is a great sense of belonging
I
when you belong to a community like that.
don't think it has a whole lot to do with my
profession now other than I still form strong
ties with the people that I'm working with, trying to make a community out of whatever group
that I'm in if it's not already a communal group.
*

v

*

*

.
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No matter where I went, the north or
south,
belonged to a group.
I was identified with a
group of people. When people saw me, they
saw
me as belonging to a group.
I was always glad
to be a part of community because no matter
where, I knew that I could find one of my
sisters, and I knew I had something in common
with them.
I could move to another teaching
position, and I was welcome there because I was
a member of the group, and there was that
support
there.
I never experienced a lack of community
support.
The fact that I was made a treasurer,
i fsit I belonged, and it fostered a
sense of
self-esteem.
I was involved in administration
at two schools where I taught.
That fostered my
training and a sense of worth.
I was assistant
superior in the community and made decisions.
I
was asked to coordinate the community's centennial.
I was' acknowledged as a social studies teacher
and a U.S. history teacher in the community.
Mother even sent me back East for the bi-centennial
celebration and that kind of thing made me feel
that the community recognized my talents, and I
was not ignored.
I mean when you talked about
teaching, and somebody said something about me,
the community knew me; and sometimes I felt I
belonged.
The fact that the vocation directoress
would call me down to help with retreats, do interpretive dance and things like that. The community
acknowledged my talents, and called on me to use
it for the sake of the community.
I really felt
there was no way I could feel lack of community
support.
There was no way that I could feel that
the community never acknowledged me
There s no
way.
Individual community and community as a
whole
I really felt valued in the community as
a person.
You always had community, a sense of
belonging.
I always had a friend or two in every
group that I lived with which I felt I could call
i

.

'

—

on
*

*

*

As far as a sense of self-esteem, yes, I was
always asked to be choir directress each year,
except for one year when I was asked to dust the
We were all always involved.
halls.
*

*

*

100
I was asked to teach and
was told that I
was a good teacher while I was in
the convent.
I think I really feel
good about being able
0 teach.
I could teach almost anything.
I
felt very good about myself as a teacher.
i
feel the same way now even after I left.

There were respondents who believed that
their
the convent did not completely foster a
sense of

belonging and self-esteem.

Some respondents acknowledged

this fact in the following statements:
I think it fostered more belonging than selfesteem, it taught me how to live in community
with people and how to identify with their needs.
As far as my present lifestyle is concerned, I
try to do with my kids in contrast with what they
did with me.
The convent didn't foster a sense
of self-esteem, so I told myself that I would
help my own children feel good about themselves.
I learned from the convent's mistakes.
*

*

*

Well, on a personal level, it did not; on a
wider scope, yes, it did, just the fact that I
was Sister so and so.
I belonged.
I was accepted as a teacher, I was accepted as a Sister,
by the kids that I taught, by people just seeing
me in a habit.
So I lost that when I left for a
while.
And now I have gained back my own selfimage.
I gained a new sense of whom I am.
*

*

*

I don't think there were many times when I
felt a sense of real belonging.
I always felt
that you had to do things on your own, even though
you did things together I never really felt that
there was really a strong sense of belonging.
I
felt in a sense like a professional.
Everybody
was an individual in the sense that they lived in
community together, performed certain tasks,
prayed certain prayers such as the Divine Office,
the Rosary, had meals together.
I didn't really
feel the sense of belonging, not a strong sense
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belonging, a sense of self-esteem.
I didn't
feel that religious life fostered a
sense of
self-esteem at all. For me, I think that what
fostered self-esteem was the lack of self-esteem.
1 think that has had an influence
of my life now.
I would say that because of
the lack of a sense of
belonging and sense of self-esteem, I developed
them, a positive sense of them.
These have become
positive forces in my life.

0

WHAT FORCES HAMPERED A FEELING OF SELF-ESTEEM AND
RESPECT?
During the interview sessions, respondents mentioned
forces which they believed hampered a sense of self-esteem

and belonging:
I think there were a lot of things.
However,
think the nuns never talked about sexuality.
So my esteem of myself as a female able to love
somebody bodily, that didn't develop because it
was never discussed.
I

*

*

*

I don't think it fostered respect for others.
Also, the authority structure seemed to foster
individual self-respect.
It seemed to me that
you had this image that you were somehow not as
worthwhile.
I don't remember exactly all the
details of how that happened, but you could see
it in personalities when people first came in.
They were happy
they were bursting with confidence.
By the time they were novices they were
self-conscious; they were doubtful; they were shy;
the reverse.
I think that was the breaking down
period.
Later, hopefully they would restore that
self-respect in the next few years. Some never
did, and either they belonged there or they didn't.
These haven't affected my lifestyle.
I tended to
just forget everything that I didn't want to
remember.
As far as breaking me down, it did.
It made me restore my own values which I had prior
'Those are the ones I want.
to entering.
I said,
I do not want this negative image of myself.'

—

*

*

*
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I think the constant grooming of
certain
people in religious life, and overlooking those
who didn't really particularly say anything
about what gifts they had so they were unrecognized.
This hampered my sense of self-esteem.
I never felt a strong sense of respect
from
others.
X didn't believe that it was necessary
to go out and manipulate.
By that I mean manipulating the superior, or manipulating the general
council or becoming buddy-buddy with these people;
so I don't think that they really knew me.
I
was just probably one of the bunch. I think
because of this, I have become very much an
individual. A very strong individual who's
become assertive.
I want to foster a strong sense
of self-esteem in others.
I want them to feel
that they have that respect from me.
I think
that's really important.
*

*

*

A sense of nonacceptance hampered my esteem.
No one really cared about what Babs thought.
She
was always there. She went to meetings; she got
to school on time, you know.
But no one really
cared about me personally. And I didn't go moping
around at those times, you know; nobody cared about
me.
But I think it was always in the subconscious
level.
So why participate, why ask questions,
why get into the discussions? Nobody really cares
what I think.

WERE THERE MOMENTS WHEN YOU DESIRED STRENGTH,
ACHIEVEMENT, ADEQUACY, MASTERY, REPUTATION AND
COMPETENCIES, CONFIDENCE IN THE FACE OF THE
WORLD? TO WHAT EXTENT DO THESE HAVE AN EFFECT
ON YOUR PRESENT LIFESTYLE?
Some respondents had certain desires and disclosed
how they sought these.

For some, this has filtered into

their professions.
I deYeah, I desired for it and still do.
I'm one hell
sired a reputation and I still do.
I wanted to be
of a social studies teacher.
religious.
prayerful
a
religious,
good
as
a
known
life.
the
live
order
to
strength
in
desired
I
the
leave;
to
bad,
so
strength,
wanted
Then I
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courage to go.
I also wanted to be
able to do
1 9
hat was within my capabilities.
_
i
J;
wanted ?
° f service to the community
but
I
d?dn??
didn t want to be an administrator
I never
to e a superior
I didn't hanker for
.^
power positions.
I just hankered for
that was a position of responsibility something
could carry out. What I really wanted that I
to be
was the best darn social studies
teacher that
there was, and I still do.
I wanted to really
be able to develop a sense of social
justice,
global awareness and a sense of understanding
of other people and a sense of history,
a sense
of respect, love, understanding of the
develoom ®nt
that's my call.

—

—

—

*

*

*

Oh, yeah, I desired those things and that
was resistance for the first three years that
their program (early formation) spent breaking
you down. They did want to take away your will,
and mine resisted in the sense that I wanted my'
own self-esteem in there, and I was losing it.
Oh yeah, not all the time but it was pretty
1 think it motivated me even more to
never want to be messed with again.
I didn't
want anybody to take my confidence away again.
*

*

*

Yeah, all that kind of stuff.
Everybody
Right now, I'm striving at work for
that.
I was hired to assist this guy with the
payroll, and now I'm taking it over completely.
But it's taken me six months to get into it.
It's a rough job, and you are dealing with guys
and doctors who have no sense of business.
They
put you down so you've got to get right back up
and fight them.
So yeah, I desired those things.
I like challenges now; I didn't used to.
I
would hide from them or shrink away from them
.now I try to hit them head on.

wants it.

.

.

*

*

*

Yeah.
All of them.
Yes.
I always wanted
them, but they never let me get them.
Actually,
they did foster competency; I did feel that I
was very competent as a teacher.
I don't think
they tried to keep you from feeling masterful;
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they were the masters. We
were the slaves
Now, that competency has
served me very well
because I have always been able
to walk Into
a
Sel that 1 Can do a ver
30b and feel
iob°aid
fLf very respected. And asy adequate
far as the
other things like the mastery
and everything
I'm envying having all of that
in my preset
married and running a home and
doing all these things.

dl a11 of the time.
I desired strength,
esiredj recognition.
I desired achievement.,
adequacy, mastery all of those things.
look back, I was, and am, an extremely When I
capable
person.
This had a great effect on my present
e S10n
As a matter °f fact, I didn't feel
Ef°f
that ?I was educated enough but I think
that maybe
recognition that I had these competencies
bloomed
after I left the convent.
I think what has
happened is that, and this might sound contradictory, but in a very true sense, the convent
made me who I am.
it really helped me to be
what I am. This coupled with my family experience
helped to make me who I am. By that, I mean that
the negative forces that I experienced in the
convent only grew me up so to speak, were periods
of critical growth for me and as a result the
maturation level really zoomed after I left.
I
think all during that time all the good experiences,
all the negative experiences that I had, all of
those have helped me to be the person who I am
today.
.

*

CAN YOU RECALL PERIODS OF SELF-ACTUALIZATION, PEAK
EXPERIENCE, INTELLECTUAL AND CREATIVE DEVELOPMENT
WHEN YOU WERE IN THE CONVENT? TO WHAT EXTENT DO
THESE HAVE AN IMPACT ON YOUR PRESENT LIFESTYLE?
The following were indicated by some of the respond-

ents and referred to as periods of self-actualization,

peak experience, intellectual or creative development while
they were in religious life.

These statements also illus-

trated the extent to which women believed that their present

lifestyles had been affected by these experiences:

105
e xtent did they give me
don t think that they gave me that that? I
selfesteem -- at all.
I think in fact, the only
self-esteem that I experienced, I accumulated,
came more with my friendships, not with
the
structure of the convent.
I don't think it
gave me a sense of belonging.
i think I had
a sense of belonging with my family.
My family
gave me a sense of belonging.
in the convent
1
that I belonged with certain members but
I didn't belong with this community
of Sisters.
I always wanted to have a sense of
belonging
until I made the decision that the convent just
wasn’t for me, and then I really didn't want to
at all.
So it didn't give me that sense.

—

Yeah, but it was with my friends saying,
'You did a beautiful art work,' or 'Gee you did
well at that speech today.'
I used to lead the
group in singing.
I loved that, and it came
because it was initiated with me and my peers;
and we did it. However, I never got a sense of
accomplishment in working with my superiors.
They never let me know that they were happy with
my progress, or would be proud of me..
In fact
they withdrew any sign that there was any pleasantness in dealing with me, which was too bad

because we were both losers. They lost a relationship with me and they could have benefitted
from that.
That's why in a way it seems pitiful.
They've lost so much in never allowing themselves
to be open to new relationships or encouraging
us or helping us.
It was kind of a closed little
tightness in those women. That's the limit of
their growth.
No, I don't think this has influenced me now because when it was over, it
was over.
I still have the relationships that
encouraged me then. They are all my friends
who left with me, some of them might still be
in there but it was always my peers who I think
gave me the most encouragement and I hope it was
mutual support.
*

*

*

A moment of self-actualization occurred for
I really felt I had reached a better
understanding of human development. I think a
peak experience occurred when a very fine art

me when
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inductor
mat was a

helped me to feel good about myself,
peak experience when she placed
some of my paintings in a community art
exhibit.
I recognized that was really a
peak experience
for me.
Another peak experience was personal
recognition of the presence of God in my life,
which has been so strong, that it has flowed
through my life.
it was just such a very
strong sense of being
A strong sense of awareness of the other in a spiritual experience.
That was a moment of self-actualization for me.
It was a moment of quiet serenity.
A moment of
self-actualization occurred when the community
school administrator, the superintendent, asked
me to represent her at a workshop which she could
not attend.
That was a peak experience presenting
a workshop for her
However the downer was when
I called her
to inform her how grateful I was
and that the presentation had gone well, she had
little recognition of it, even made me feel it
was a mistake to have asked me to represent her.
Intellectual and creative development were experienced when I received my B A. in Spanish.
Another intellectual experience occurred while
I was in the convent at th
college. An older
woman came to teach English literature. I believe
she was the first perosn who really stimulated me
intellectually.
She was very happy with the way
I wrote.
It was the first time that anyone ever
mentioned my writing style. Another was when my
Spanish advisor from summer school mentioned to
the Dean of the college, that she definitely
thought that I had strong Spanish skills and that
I should to on in Spanish.
That was a peak
intellectual experience for me. Yet, another peak
experience for me was making the decision to leave.
I felt good that I could make that decision on my
own.
That decision led me to make other major
decisions with ease and less turmoil.
I felt that
I could feel a real change in myself, which was a
lot different from the way that many of the other
religious felt about community, about prayer life,
I felt that my thinking
about allied apostolates.
wasn't in conjunction with them, that I definitely
had changed.
I felt that I had become a whole free
person.
I think how have these impacted on my
present life. These had a very strong impact on
my religious life as well as on my present profesI think the negative experiences that I've
sion.
By this I mean that I
had, have been reversed.
have turned those bad experiences around and tried
to make them positive.
.

.

,

,

.

*

*

*

.
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I did experience intellectual
and creative
development.
I started writing poetry one
summer.
I had a good creative
experience.
I qot
to writing, and I started believing
in myself
as far as my ability to write.
That was when
I was going to a private college
outside the
convent.
My professor was giving A's on everything I turned in.
She told me what a great
writer I was.
I didn't have any peak experiences;
it was mainly anxiety experience.
I was anxious
most of the time.

Section III

Data Analysis
The analysis of the data presented in this chapter

will be done by employing Carl

R.

Rogers' concept of the

process of becoming (On Becoming a Person, 1961)
Rogers (pp. 109-110) indicates that at times during
the process of becoming, one

.learns how much of his [sic] behavior,
even how much of the feeling he experiences is not real is not something
which flows from the genuine reactions
of his [sic] organisms, but is a facade,
a front, behind which he has been hiding.
He [sic] discovers how much of his life
is guided by what he thinks he should
be, not by what he is.
Often he discovers
that he exists only in response to the
demands of others, that he seems to have no
self of his own, that he is only trying to
think, and feel, and behave in the way
that others believe he ought to think and
feel and behave.
.

.

,

This study indicated that after the early years of

formation (postulancy, novitiate and juniorate)

,

the

respondents found themselves responding to their superiors

.
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and sisters in a manner they had assumed others
believed

they ought to respond.

They began to realize that they

were not "their own person," but "carbon copies."

Rea-

lizing this, it became obvious to the respondents that
they had to go about "removing the false faces which they

had not known were false faces"

(p.

110)

.

Some of the

respondents "began to assert themselves," and became

more genuine.
tic."

This allowed them to become "more authen-

The study further revealed that, even though they

felt the satisfaction of new inner liberation, they often

encountered disapproval from superiors and members of the
community.

Barriers between them and their superiors

developed, which often caused extreme tension and anxiety.
However, despite this, the study indicated that the respond-

ents were grateful for their convent experiences.

The

investigation found that the respondents believed that
having lived in a religious order afforded them the oppor-

tunity to discover their true selves.

It became obvious

throughout the study, that many of the respondents believed
this discovery of self, which occurred while in the convent
had a positive effect on their present lifestyle.

Rogers

(p.

Ill)

notes that

In our daily lives there are a thousand
and one reasons for not letting ourselves
experience our attitudes fully, reasons
from our past and from the present,
reasons that reside within the social

situation

109

The researcher discovered that a majority
of

respondents, before making the decision to leave the
convent,

"really couldn't get a handle of themselves,

which would allow them to experience their attitudes
Because of this, making the decision to stay
or leave the convent was the cause of turbulence and,
at times, violent feelings.

During this time, they ex-

perienced that they were not, and could not be "a part
of their real selves."

The decision-making process

created an intense feeling of despair for some because
they were not able to choose or be themselves.

Further

evidence was that the decision to leave the convent was
"a painful and troubling search."

Roger (pp. 115-116) notes that the
.ability to be open to experience
makes him more realistic in dealing with
new people, new situations, new problems.
It means that his beliefs are not rigid,
that he can tolerate ambiguity. He can
receive much conflicting evidence without
forcing closure upon the situation.
This
openness of awareness to what exists at
this moment in oneself and in the situa.

.

tion.

The data collected from the study revealed that for
a

variety of reasons, before making the decision to leave

religious life, the respondents were not able to be fully
"open to experience."

However, having once made the

decision to leave the convent, the respondents were able
to be open and to deal with new people, new situations and

new problems with greater facility.

'
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Because of their convent experience, it became
obvious that the respondents' sense of conviction
was

strong,

yet allowed for flexibility in viewing others
and world
situations.

The effect of religious life on the respond-

ents showed that they were capable of entering into
con-

flicting relationships and situations with the utmost of
confidence.

This assurance stemmed from many of the

respondents having become more open to experience.
did not feel defensive.

They

This study revealed that as

former religious they have become more aware of reality.

Rogers

(p.

119)

belives that

.the individual increasingly comes
to feel that this locus of evaluation
lies within himself.
Less and less
does he look to others for approval or
disapproval; for standards to live by;
for decisions and choices.
He recognizes that it rests within himself to
choose; that the only question which
matters is, 'Am I living in a way which
is deeply satisfying to me and which
.

.

truly expresses me?
The researcher found that the former religious are

capable of looking realistically at situations and making

decisions with facility.

This is due in large measure to

the reflective-meditative dimensions of religious life,

which has allowed them to become aware of the "locus of
evaluation" which lay within them.

For this reason, many

of the respondents did not feel the need for approval from

others.

As a result, a majority of the respondents believed

Ill
9

that they were "living in a way which was deeply
satisfying, which truly expressed" them.

Rogers

(p.

broad terms.

359)

speaks of psychological freedom in

When an individual is allowed complete

freedom
.
.of symbolic expression, creativity
is fostered.
This.
.gives the individual
complete freedom to think, to feel, to
be whatever is most inward within himself.
It fosters the openness and the playful
and spontaneous juggling of percepts,
concepts and meanings, which is a part
of creativity.
.

.

This study, in a majority of cases, illustrated

that after their convent experience, the participants
felt free to make choices in their lieves.

It also re-

vealed that they were free to become who they were and
in their present lifestyles, they have been "able to

move forward."

This investigation found that the intense

feeling of freedom that these former religious experienced,
was an expression of "creativity, and element of the good
life."

In conclusion, this study revealed that the former

religious women were "involved in the directional process"

which Roger (pp. 193-194) terms "the good life" and thus
With his
is a creative person.
sensitive openness to his world, his
trust of his own ability to form new
relationships with his environment,
he would be the type of person from
whom creative products and creative
.Such a person
living emerge.
.as the
.be recognized.
would.
type most likely to adapt and survive
under changing environmental condiHe would be able creatively
tions.
.

.

.

.

.

.

.
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to make sound judgments to new as
well as old conditions.

Section IV

Emerging Themes
The following tables (17 and 18) show emerging

themes which arose as a result of the in— depth interview

sessions with the twelve former women religious.

Summary

Chapter IV has presented the results of the bio-

graphic data form, the presentation of data from the

interview sessions, an analysis of the data presented,
and the presentation of emerging themes.

Chapter V will

include the summary, recommendations for further consideration, and conclusion.
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Table 17

Emerging Themes

'

(While in the Convent)

Areas of Growth

Areas of Insecurity

Professional experiences

Self-image

(teaching)

Academic training

Friendships

Human development
(especially sexually
and socially)

Sense of humor

Middle-child syndrome
Formation evaluation

Authority

Self-confidence
Development of
conscience
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Table 18

Emerging Themes
(After Leaving the Convent)

Areas of Growth

Areas of Insecurity

Spiritual development
(meditation, private prayer,
reflection, and moments
of silence)

Trust

Confidence in present
profession

Assertiveness

Academic training
(desire to return to

Socialization (male
relationships)

Finanacial stability

Community support

school)

Professional training and
experience

Contact with former
community

Ex-nun image

Sensitivity and concern
for other (service
oriented)

Human development
(preparation for
adulthood)

Friendships
Self-image

Intellectual development
Sense of humor
Love for life

CHAPTER

V

SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS
AND PERSONAL COMMENTS
,

The purpose of this concluding chapter is
threefold:

to provide a summary of the study; to advance

recommendations for future research; and to provide personal comments by the author.

Summary
The purpose of the study was to assess the impact

religious life on the present lifestyles of women who
have left the convent.

A main focus was the identification

of areas of growth, and/or insecurity, at three critical

phases of development:
to taking vows

formation, period of doubt prior

(decision-making point at which women

decided to stay or leave the religious orders)

,

and the

reevaluation period after profession.
The data collected in the study indicated that all
of the respondents believed that their convent experiences
in numerous ways, had a positive effect on their present

lifestyle.

The findings of the study also revealed that

the respondents had participated in the "creative process."

This is because, in some instances, the conditions within
115
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which the respondents were closely associated, provided:
(a)

an openness to experience,

(b)

internal "locus of evaluation," and

recognition of an

a

(c)

an expression of

psychological freedom.

Recommendations
The findings of this study identified critical points
of growth associated with the decision making and transi-

tional phases for those deciding whether to stay or leave

religious

-life.

For this reason, it becomes imperative

that those plagued with doubts regarding their vocation
have access to some form of counseling.

Counseling should

be available in a manner which is non-threatening and sup-

portive.

The findings in this study indicated that a rela-

tively limited number of respondents had access to some
form of counseling.

It leads the researcher to recommend

that counseling be accessible before deciding whether to
stay or leave religious life, and not solely during the

decision making and doubting phases, but also be provided:
1.

after one has decided whether to say or leave

religious life; and
2.

more necessarily, after one leaves the convent
and returns to the secular world.

In order to facilitate the transition from the con-

vent to the secular world, a list of transitional agencies
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should be available for former religious.

The transition

from the convent is an awkward phase, and usually
takes

longer than an individual anticiaptes.

For this reason,

the researcher advocated further establishment of transi-

tional agencies for individuals who are at critical
points of doubt, decision making and transition.

Another research topic emerged as a result of this
investigation, as well as through informal suggestions
from colleagues, which this researcher wishes to recommend.

There is a strong possibility for conducting a

similar study which would focus on those who have decided
to return to religious life after taking leaves of absence.

Such an investigation would be beneficial to:
a.

those who decide to take a leave of absence

from convent living;
b.

members of religious communities; and

c.

the Church, as a means of sensitization to

relevant issues related to this concern.
The researcher believes that this type of study would
be an effective means to assess:
a.

the reasons why members of religious communities

decide to take leaves of absence or leave;
b.

the participants' perception of religious life;

and
c.

how participants perceive personal growth and

development (before entrance, during religious
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life, after leaving the
convent

—

leave

of absence, and return to
the community).

The investigation would reveal
emerging themes related to the transitional
passages experienced by those
who decide to take leaves of
absence or leave.

A majority of the respondents
mentioned that they
were lacking in the area of human
development
(i.e.,

socially, psychologically and secually)
upon their return
to the secular world.
For this reason, the researcher
echoes the recommendations made by the
respondents. The

respondents believed that a deeper understanding
of the
vows (poverty, chastity and obedience)
would have been
fostered, if religious formation programs
provided courses
which focused on human development.
At a cultural level, some religious communities
lack awareness in this realm.

For this reason, the re-

searcher, a former Black religious of fifteen years,
recom

mnds that communities rethink their stance regarding
cultural awareness.

How many minority candidates are

members in religious orders and experiences

belonging in community?

a

sense of

It is evident that aspirations

to religious life among minorities are sparse, and this

is due to little or no recruitment of candidates.

So,

the question is raised, do religious communities recruit

minority candidates, and if they do enter, what efforts
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are employed to foster a sense
of self-esteem and be-

longing?

Personal Comments

Most of us pass through several critical
times when we feel a sudden surge of
change, an overdose, when growth is
disruptive and scary as well as exciting.
Faced with a choice of whether or not to
make a change.
.we ask, what is it that
we have to leave behind? How much do we
value that part of past?
.

Ellen Goodman
(1979, p. 47)
° ne of the purposes of this study was to make
a

modest contribution to the existing body of knowledge

associated with the transitional passage from religious
to secular life.

The findings of the study will hopefully

assist members of religious communities who are questioning their vocations.

It is the hope of the author, that

the findings of this study be an effective tool to assist

those who are responsible for the counseling of religious.
It should assist those deciding whether to strengthen their

commitment or to leave the convent, and redirect their
energies in the secular world.
This study was not written solely for religious, but

also for those who desire to become better acquainted with
that lifestyle.
A preconceived notion that the researcher had about

women who had left the convent, was that they might encounter difficulty with the socialization process, and more
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specifically, they would experience a sense of
awkwardness in relating on an interpersonal level with
men.

Surprisingly, to the researcher, after conducting this
study, and communicating informally with women from
the

secular world, such a notion does not hold true.

it was

discovered that like those who have left religious life,
women from the secular world sometimes encounter the
same difficulties when relating on an interpersonal level
to men.

It doesn't necessarily hold true that because

one is a product of religious life that their experiences

isolate them from having similar concerns which are parti-

cularly unique to them.

The concerns and issues that

they contemplate are equally considered by single and

divorced women, as well as those who are involved in
initial relationships with men.

Those who decide to leave religious life make major

decisions about their past and prepare for their futures.
The decision-making process of deciding whether to stay

or leave the convent usually fills one with a profound

sense of anxiety, frustration and at times, guilt.
The data in this study specifically focused on the

transitional passage from religious life to secular living.
The study grew out of this researcher's own interest.
It allowed her to focus in a reflective manner, on her own,

as well as other's perceptions of the impact that religious
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life has had on their present lifestyle.

The researcher

found this to be an effective means to reflect on
reli-

gious life.

it provided her with an opportunity to

highlight certain aspects of transitional passage which
are relevant to those who leave religious life.

The data

received, shed light on the positive impact that religious
life had on the spiritual, psychological and social

development of those who leave.

The study indicated the

challenge of living that lifestyle, yet because of their
convent experiences it has "fostered openness and the
playful and spontaneous juggling of.

.

.concepts, and

meanings, and provided an expression of creativity."

.

.
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APPENDIX A
SAMPLE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
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INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
intervei «^ »ere
askld^d!?^in differing ways and differing open-ended end
orders dependinn™
0 P lnlons
expertise and
0"

we£e

sSbject??

'

interests of the

General and Background Information:
Date
1

.

Introduction
Name of interviewer.
b. Purpose of the study.
a.

Assurance of anonymity of respondents.
d. Interest and experiences of
interviewer.
e. Sharing of study with interviewee.
c.

2.

Collection of biographic data of interviewee.

3.

General views on Religious life.

4.

The Early Formation Period.

5.

Commitment.

6.

The Decision-Making Period.

7.

Present Profession.

Conclusions:

Other aspects of personal history that are relevant.
Other comments
(Expression of gratitude.)

APPENDIX B
SAMPLE OF THE BIOGRAPHIC DATA FORM
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR FORMER RELIGIOUS

(All names and information given in this
questionnaire will
be held in strict confidence by the researcher.)

Biographic Data
Father
1 .

Mother

Place of birth

Education

Occupation
Religious Affiliation

Subject
Place of Birth

Present Residence (State)

Number of children in family

Marital Status

Age

Number of children

Your position in family

Present Occupation

Birth

Adoption

Present Religious Affiliation

2.

Number of years in community (entrance to departure)

3.

Number of years since you left the community

4.

Age at entrance

5.

Age at first profession

6.

Did you leave by (please check):
a.

d.

Age at final profession
Age at departure

dispensation of
final vows

b.

by forced dis-

e.

pensation

dispensation of
temrporary vows

c.

by dismissal

f.

termination of
vows
wi thout

dispensation
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8
*

1eVel ° f education:

Please indicate when each

was^arned^
Before
Entrance

In

Communi ty

After
Departure

Academic
Concentration

High School
B.A.

-

B.S.

M.A.

Ph.D.

IF YOU WISH TO HAVE A COMPLETE SUMMARY OF THIS
RESEARCH STUDY,
BE HAPPY TO SEND YOU ONE UPON ITS COMPLETION.

I

WILL

Name

Street and Number

City

State

PLEASE RETURN QUESTIONNAIRE TO:

Zip

Shirley Patricia Batiste
#38-E Squire Village
Sunderland, Massachusetts

APPENDIX C
SAMPLE LETTER TO PROSPECTIVE PARTICIPANTS
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Dear
This letter is to thank you for agreeing to
with my study. Enclosed you will find the assist me
questionnaire
form I mentioned during our telephone conversation
and
grateful if you will complete it and return it
in the stamped-addressed envelope before
our interview.

Please be assured that the data gathered for this study
will be treated with full respect for confidentiality.
YOur name will at no time be identified, and only the
researcher will have access to interview materials.
I

look forward to our interview.

Sincerely yours,
Shirley P. Batiste,
Candidate Ed.D.
#38-E Squire Village
Sunderland, Massachusetts
01375

Enclosure

APPENDIX D
SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE FOR FORMER RELIGIOUS*
1.

Why did you enter the convent?

2.

How did you feel about the fact that other
nuns were
leaving your community?

3.

Why do you think you decided to leave religious
life?

4.

Before you left the convent did you make plans for
what you would do when you left?

5.

What did you think it would be like when you left?

6.

Tell me about your first few weeks out of the convent.

7.

What were your first few weeks like when you left the
convent?

8.

How often did you think about the convent?

9.

Did you visit the convent at all after you left?

10.

Did you go to a transitional agency for former religious?

11.

How satisfied are you with your present occupation?

12.

How confident do you feel in the working world?

13.

When you first came out, did you feel that you fit in
socially with other women your age?

14.

How would you define the role of women?

15.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of having
former religious as friends?

16.

Do you feel that you are any different as a person now
than when you were a nun?

17.

What kinds of reactions did you get from others when
they found out that you had been in the convent?

18.

Some people say that they can recognize women who were
once nuns, and that some women look like former nuns.
How do you feel about this?

19.

Do you think that you have made the transition to
secular life?
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21.

22.

Did you or do you believe that the
secular life is a series of steps ortransition to
stages along
the way?
To what extent do you beli ve that your
early years
of formation postulancy, novitiate,
and juniorate
were supportive of growth? Have these had
an effect
on your present profession?
,

what do you believe were the forces which
deterred
personal growth and a feeling of self-actualization
in religious life?
23.

What were the sources of conflict for you while you
were in the convent which are associated with feelings
of insecurity, stability, and protection? How
have
these influenced your present profession?

24.

Did you encounter moments of fear, anxiety and chaos
during religious life? Have these affected your
present lifestyle?

25.

To what extent did the structure, rules and limits of
convent living serve as obstacles or sources of
support? How have these affected your present lifestyle?

26.

To what extent do you believe that your life in the
convent fostered a sense of belonging and a sense of
self-esteem? Were these supportive of growth in your
.

present lifestyle?
27.

What forces hampered a feeling of self-esteem and respect?

28.

Were there moments when you desired strength, achievement, adequacy, mastery, reputation and competencies,
confidence in the face of the world? To what extent
do these have an effect on your present lifestyle?

29.

Can you recall periods of self-actualization, peak
'experience, intellectual and creative development
when you were in the convent? To what extent do these
have an impact on your present lifestyle?

*The above interview questionnaire was adapted and
modified with permission of the author, Lucinda San Giovanni
Ex-nuns:
A study of emergent role passages 1979) and
Ablex Publishing.
(

,

APPENDIX E
SAMPLE LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS AFTER
CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEW SESSIONS
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Dear

Thank you for an interesting and
informative session
I want you to know how
grateful I am for your assistance.
? racious willingness to help me with
work is encouraging and heartwarming, and my doctoral
again, I
thank you most sincerely for doing so.

Sincerely grateful,

Shirley Patricia Batiste,
Candidate Ed.D.
#38-E Squire Village
Sunderland, Massachusetts
01375

APPENDIX F
INTERVIEWS HELD WITH RELIGIOUS
WHO HAVE EXPERTISE IN
COUNSELING AND PSYCHOLOGY
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INTERVIEWS

Sister Mary Anthony, editor of Sisters Today was interviewed February, 1981.
Interview:
''Organizational
Stress and Black Religious Women," in St. Joseph,
Minnesota.

Father Cassin, director of Center Applied Research in the
Apostolate was interviewed March, 1981. Interview:
"Former Religious Women," in Washington, D.C.
Father Joseph Gallen, canon lawyer and consultant on
Religious Rules and Constitutions was interviewed
February, .1981.
Interview:
"Religious Rules and
Constitutions," in Philadelphia., Pennsylvania.
Father Andrew Greeley, author of several books (i.e..
The Education of Catholic Americans, 1966; Catholic
Schools in a Declining America 1976 Minority
Students in Private Education 1981) and chairperson
of Research in Anthropology at the University of
Arizona was interviewed March, 1981. Interview:
"Former Religious Women," in Tucson, Arizona.
,

;

,

Sister Mary Agnes Malone, consultant on Religious Rules
and Constitutions was interviewed April, 1981.
Interview:
"The Impact of Religious Life on Women
Who Have. Left the Convent," in Hyattsville,
Maryland
Sister Mary Quinin, consultant for the Leadership Confer ence of Women Religions was interviewed March and
"Those Who Have Left
Interview:
April, 1981.
Religious Communities," in Washington, D.C.

Sister Madeleine Wheeler, professor at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst was interviewed February,
"Religious Life,
Interview:
March and April, 1981.
Commitment and Self-Actualization," in Amherst,
Massachusetts

